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Michael Joseph Jackson—“The King of Pop,” “The 
Gloved One,” “Jacko,”—was one the greatest pop 
singers of the latter half of the Twentieth Century, 
and, according to the Guinness Book of World Records, 
one of the most successful entertainers of all time. 
The chart-crossing Jackson 5—Michael and his 
brothers Jackie, Tito, Jermaine, Marlon, and, as The 
Jacksons, Randy—made up one of the few groups in 
recording history to have their first four major-label 
singles reach the top of Billboard’s “Hot 100.” Their 
songs appeared on both the “Top 5 Pop Hits”’ and at 
number one on the R & B singles chart. From the 
moment he joined his brothers on stage, Michael’s 
powerful voice and diminutive dervish of a body 
dominated the group. As Michael’s vision outpaced 
the brother act, he moved into a media-breaking solo 
career. 

Like all Motown singers, the five Jacksons—a late 
addition to the Motown “stable” of artists—
performed tightly choreographed, often unison 
dancing. Even before Motown, the boys culled 
“moves” from their environment—television, and 
from the streets and social dancing in their Gary, 
Indiana, community. From the beginning, and 
throughout his life, Michael would train his body as 
hard as his voice. Unlike his brothers, whether by 
design or by temperament, Michael developed a 
unique movement vocabulary and style, peppering his 
performances with idiosyncratic, now iconic, spins, 
steps, kicks, and slides. “Scrub away the veneer of 
street dances in the performance,” wrote then New 
York Times chief dance critic Anna Kisselgoff following 
a Michael Jackson solo performance at Madison 
Square Garden, “look past the occasional suggestive 
gesture and rotating pelvis, marvel at the backward 
gliding moonwalk and the isolated body parts—
seemingly set into motion on their own—and you see 
a virtuoso dancer,” an avant-garde dancer, she says 
later, “who uses movement for its own sake” (NY 
Times, 6 March 1988). 
 
This pattern, the performative use of innovative, well-
rehearsed versions of movement from media and 
social dance, coupled with an innate movement 
sensibility, is a key to understanding Michael's dance 
performance. Judith Hamera, in her article about 
Michael and “dancing work,” writes that Michael is 
the “closest thing to a consensual virtuoso performer 
that late-twentieth century popular culture 

produced.” His “ability to appear path-breakingly 
original in a way that is collectively obvious,” she 
continues, is a marker of virtuosity (Hamera, 751). 
 
Michael's fame as a performer, as an innovator, and as 
an icon, is intertwined with a complex, often partially 
falsified or fabricated personal history created by 
family, handlers, those who knew the Jacksons, and 
Michael himself. His life and career are further 
muddied by a swirl of rumors and gossip, particularly 
late in life, fueled by Jackson's sometimes bizarre 
behavior and evolving appearance. In the vast amount 
of written and recorded information about Michael, 
only some dates, facts, and concepts are universally 
accepted. Many other “facts” in Jackson’s history are 
reported inconsistently and inaccurately; reports on 
his life may contradict each other, not uncommonly in 
part because information is based on unsubstantiated 
sources, making researching Michael as much 
archeology as history.i This is not uncommon in what 
scholar Jaap Kooijman calls a “star-text.” A “star-text,” 
he writes in “Michael Jackson: Motown 25…,” 
“consists not only of the star’s actual performances, 
but also of...texts such as interviews, promotional 
material, critical reviews and gossip” (Kooijman, 120). 
 
As I write in 2015, Michael Jackson’s influence 
continues to be felt among professional singers, and 
particularly among pop theatrical dancers. As a star, 
Jackson profoundly influenced generations of pop and 
popular dance. His music videos, designed for a 
nascent MTV, set a standard for the then new 
media—it was no longer enough to boogie to your 
own music, dance became a theatrical device, 
enhancing and elaborating storytelling songs. His 
distinctive vision for music video is often emulated, 
but rarely achieved.   

The real testament to Michael’s abiding popularity, 
however, are the myriad Michael Jackson imitators, 
most simply fans. As hundreds of online videos of 
Jackson’s routines attest—performed by boys at 
parties, in school, at weddings and bar mitzvahs, on 
the street and in bedrooms—Michael Jackson remains 
the premier example of male dancing. “No dancer has 
done as much to popularize the art form since Fred 
Astaire” (one of Jackson’s own influences), wrote New 
York University Performance Studies Professor Tavia 
Nyongo, following the star’s death (Smith, NY Daily 
News, 29 June 2009). 
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New views of Jackson’s performances are emerging 
through performance models being fashioned by 
current scholars who are teasing meaning from myth 
and mystique. My effort here is to create a portrait of 
a dancer, seen through my eyes, through those of 
scholars and reviewers, and through Michael’s own 
words; a “star-text” of this innovator, a virtuoso of a 
dance style with roots deep in U.S. pop culture history 
who continues to influence dance today. I end with a 
gathering of well-known performers, in a variety of 
styles; all claim Michael Jackson (identified from here 
on as MJ), both as influence and inspiration. 
 
In the Beginning 
Early videos of the Jackson 5 show MJ as a natural, 
intuitive, but not yet particularly innovative dancer. 
The story goes that MJ began practicing his dance 
moves at age five. He earned his place in his brother’s 
band following a kindergarten talent show rendition of 
the gospel song, “Climb Every Mountain,” which 
reportedly brought teachers to tears and earned him a 
standing ovation.ii Before he was eight, his song and 
dance routine helped his brothers win Gary Roosevelt 
High School's talent competition, where Jackie was a 
student. Dancing with his brothers in a Motown studio 
during their 1969 audition, MJ snaps his fingers, 
swings his arms, shuffles and slides, swaying his hips 
over little skitter steps that pop his feet to the side. 
Cross-footed turns, low side-kicks, a quickly pulled-in 
split—all hallmarks of then-popular R&B singers and 
early rockers—fill out his body's musical response.iii 
Already the powerful combination of voice and body is 
present. 
 
Later in 1969, Diana Ross “introduces” the 5 on the 
television program The Hollywood Palace. Promoting 
their first single, “I Want You Back,” the group’s 
Motown construction is now clear—soloist out front, 
the synchronized singing/dancing line of brothers 
behind.iv A few months later, on the Ed Sullivan Show, 
MJ’s brighter costume and purple “Superfly” hat 
highlights his growing role as the group’s front-man.v 
A lively, small boy with a round face and big hair, he 
barely resembles the scarecrow thin, cartoonish body 
he would later acquire. Singing “I Wonder Who’s 
Loving You Now,” MJ executes a spot-turn and a 
couple of unscripted kicks; his body language that of a 
crooner fed through an unfinished child’s body. 
Acocella notices “tilts and dips and fanny rocks and 
finger snaps…tucking in...half steps, quarter steps—
between them…he is galvanizing above all because of 

his naturalness” (New Yorker, 27 July 2009). If at 11 his 
dancing is not yet full, the hallmarks that make him so 
exciting later are already appearing in his powerfully 
adult voice.  
 
Two years after their Motown audition, in 1971, on a 
Diana Ross Special, MJ stands quietly, gesturing while 
singing “I’ll Be There.” Suddenly, at the very end, he 
breaks loose. The little bounce that’s always in his 
knees deepens as he turns allowing his loose left hip 
to open. Reversing, he twists side-to-side, taps his foot 
while his arms swing, crossing in front of him. Here is 
the MJ to come. Sharply twisting his entire lower body 
to the left, knees bending, he looks at the audience 
pointing straight at them, his entire right arm 
extended. Deepening his right knee he pulls his left 
knee in waist-high. Arching his back with a quick jerk, 
he Charlestons. “Feelin’ Alright,” in the same 
performance, is livelier. The Jackson 5 show off their 
Motown-like choreography—bends, heel kicks, tips, 
tilts, pointing arms. MJ chugs forward on his 
supporting leg. Beginning his solo he swings his bent 
left leg, waving his free arm overhead, then performs 
a series of side-to-side hop-taps. The iconic moves are 
not quite there, but the physical organization, the 
break that leads into a variation or new set of 
movements, are. Perhaps most important, the intense 
connection with the audience in the moments 
between vocals, even when his head is turned away, is 
clear. 

Origins 
Born August 29, 1958, in Gary, Indiana, MJ was the 
eighth of Katherine and Joseph (Joe) Jackson’s ten 
children. (Marlon’s twin, Brandon, died at birth.) I was 
also born on Gary’s west side not far from the tiny 
house where the Jacksons lived in what was once a 
lively, leafy neighborhood of stately houses and small, 
shingled homes, populated by middle-class merchants 
and mill managers, and working mill families. Founded 
in 1906 at the southern tip of Lake Michigan by the 
United States Steel Corporation, Gary was a planned, 
model industrial city. Home of the Corporation’s Gary 
Works, in the 1960s, during the Jacksons’ rise, the city 
was at its peak population. In 1968, an active 
community life and growing African American 
population helped fuel the election of Richard G. 
Hatcher, the first African American mayor of a major 
U.S. city. It was not an accident that the Gary, Indiana, 
of the 1960s, with its mix of economic security and the 
growing power of its African American community, 
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would, in the same period as the Jacksons, produce 
singers Deniece Williams and Kym Mazelle, and actors 
such as Polly Draper, Bianca Ferguson, Michael King, 
and Fred Williamson. 
 
But, like much of the industrial mid-west, Gary's 
economics are directly related to the ups-and-downs 
of steel and related manufacturing. As the steel 
industry changed, initiating plant layoffs and altering 
the city’s economics, and as whites fled cities for 
suburbs, the population of Gary has fallen. It is now 55 
percent lower than in the Jacksons’ time. The active 
neighborhood that nurtured the nascent Jackson 5 
has, for many years now, struggled and deteriorated.  
 
There are no billboards or signs pointing to the 
Jacksons’ 3-room, white clapboard house, coincidently 
at 2300 Jackson St.vi It doesn’t seem possible that this 
tiny house launched the brothers’ careers and those 
of their sisters, Janet and LaToya. Purportedly 
maintained by members of the extended Jackson 
family, the house now sits behind a metal fence, a 
stone monument to MJ in the yard. Souvenir T-shirts 
are sold on the street. 
 
Joe Jackson was a crane operator at U.S. Steel with a 
second job in order to support his family of 9. He was 
also an ambitious amateur musician, but when his 
R&B band, The Falcons, failed to receive a recording 
contract, the group broke up. A strict disciplinarian 
like his own father, Joe forbade his sons to touch his 
guitar while he was at work.vii Tito (second son) 
disobeyed. First disciplined when Joe discovered a 
broken guitar string, when the string was replaced Tito 
was ordered to show what he’d figured out. Joe 
immediately bought the eight-year old a guitar. A year 
later he replaced his own musical aspirations with 
managing a band made up of his oldest sons—Tito on 
lead guitar, Jackie (first son) singing falsetto on 
backgrounds, and Jermaine (third son) singing lead 
and playing bass, and later rhythm guitar. With friends 
Muffy Jones and Milford Hite on guitar and drums 
respectively, they formed the Jackson Brothers.viii   
 
Shirley Cartman, the leader of Tito’s junior high school 
orchestra, began mentoring the group.ix At her 
suggestion Jones and Hite were replaced by 
professional musicians; Johnny Jackson (no relation) 
on drums and Ronnie Rancifer on keyboards. In 1964, 
Marlon and six-year-old Michael joined their brothers 
on back-up congas and tambourine.  

 
Every city has its local talent agent; Evelyn Lahaie was 
Gary’s.x In 1966 the brothers performed Motown hits 
and MJ’s crowd-pleasing version of James Brown’s “I 
Got You (Feel Good)” during her Tiny Tots Jamboree. 
The Jamboree award included Lahaie’s services as a 
representative; she suggested that Joe rename the 
group the Jackson 5. The brothers’ first paid 
performance was in the Gary nightclub Mr. Lucky’s. 
Between 1966 and 1968 the brothers played 
professional gigs throughout the Midwest. They often 
performed in black clubs collectively known as the 
“chitlin' circuit,” as well as opening for strip and other 
“adult” acts. Often, payment was in bills and coins 
thrown on stage. 
 
In 1967, Cartman introduced the group to Gordon 
Keith, who ran a local record company, Steeltown.xi 
The 5 began recording in October. That same year the 
singing duo Sam & Dave helped the 5 secure a spot in 
New York City’s Apollo Theater Amateur Night. They 
won, impressing Motown Records artist Gladys Knight. 
Despite her recommendation, however, Motown 
Records chief Berry Gordy, who already had teen 
Stevie Wonder on his roster, was hesitant to take on 
another youth act, in part because of child labor laws.  
  
The Jackson 5’s first single for Steeltown Records, “Big 
Boy,” released January 1968, became a regional hit. In 
July of that year the brothers opened for the rhythm 
and blues band, Bobby Taylor and the Vancouvers, at 
Chicago’s Regal Theater.xii Taylor, himself a recent 
member of the “Motown family,” was so impressed 
he invited the group to Detroit in 1969. Housing them 
on the floor of his apartment, Taylor arranged a 
Motown audition.xiii MJ sang lead on “I Got the 
Feelin’,” the James Brown hit that had served them 
well in the past, dancing his best James Brown 
moves.xiv Based on the audition video Gordy 
negotiated a buy-out of their Steeltown contract, 
signing them to Motown.  
 
Bloggers are fond of imagining what might have 
happened to the Jacksons, and particularly the 
sensitive and very talented MJ, had their father, and 
so many others, not worked so hard to promote them; 
had they not come to the attention of Motown’s Berry 
Gordy. They left the city in 1969 and never looked 
back.  
 
Motown 
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Gordy was just shifting Motown’s headquarters to 
California when he signed the Jacksons. Leaving the 
rest of the family in Gary, Joseph and the boys moved 
to Los Angeles. Joseph, Jermaine, Tito, and Jackie lived 
with Gordy while looking for a house. Michael and 
Marlon lived with Diana Ross, a major influence on MJ 
and a lifelong friend.  
 
As Motown prepared to “introduce” the band their 
marketing team chose family facts that suited the 
story they wanted to tell. They aged the boys down—
Michael became nine not eleven. The unrelated band 
musicians were turned into “cousins.” And it was 
decided that Motown star Diana Ross would 
“discover” the group at a benefit for Gary mayor 
Richard G. Hatcher, apparently an invention for 
publicity purposes.xv 
 
Early Motown recordings, produced by Taylor, 
included covers of popular songs and Motown 
standards—music that already comprised the 
Jackson’s playlist.xvi It is unclear who, if anyone, 
shaped their onstage performances. By the time the 
Jackson 5 joined the Motown roster, Artist 
Development was no longer provided.xvii But in the 
Motown environment there were many models. 
Renowned Motown choreographer Cholly Atkins, who 
never worked with the Jacksons, remembers the 
young Jackson 5 standing “in the wings during 
performances...at [the] Motown [offices] they would 
sit on the stairs and watch me rehearse the other 
groups,” he writes. “Marlon had such a photographic 
memory he could duplicate the moves almost 
immediately. The Temps [Temptations] came to me 
and said, ‘You’ve given them all our routines!’”xviii  
 
In 1970 the brothers performed “I Want you Back” 
first on the Andy Williams Show in January, then, in 
February on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand.xix By 
this time costume and performance characteristics 
were codified. On the Andy Williams Show they dress 
in bright shirts, bellbottoms, fringed leather vests and 
newsboy caps; MJ has a leather band around his head. 
The brothers, dancing in unison, reach forward as they 
sing then kick their legs back while pointing to the 
ground. The cross-steps and side-steps that follow are 
designed so even Tito and Jermaine on guitars can 
dance. At the end of the stylized Motown 
choreography MJ, already “an A-list dancer”—
Acocella’s term—solos. Side-slide, march, he draws 
your eye with the extra swing in his hips, side-step 

arms pumping, arms up, body contracting as if in 
praise in a Baptist church.xx The tight, one-footed turn 
he executes, a common movement in the Motown 
repertory, is one MJ comes to own.xxi  

During this same period an ABC news crew 
interviewed the Jackson 5 in Florida. MJ, age 12, is 
asked; “Describe the performance you put on.” 
Wearing a gold-colored, patterned shirt, his hair big 
and full, MJ is a bit shy and clearly unsure how to 
answer the interviewer’s questions. Striving to do as 
he’s been instructed, MJ answers: “What I do? Well 
most of my songs are fast.” (His face twitches after 
answering.) The interviewer asks, “Well I mean, what 
do you put into it?” MJ: “Well, whatever I sing that’s 
what I really mean…I don’t sing it if I don’t really mean 
it.”xxii That he “meant” everything he sang and danced, 
that his work is always expressive of his deepest self, 
is a concept that MJ will claim throughout his career. 
That the statement is perhaps belied by the calculated 
elements of his performance makes it no less 
noteworthy.  
 
In 1971 Randy, the youngest brother, then 11 and 
widely thought the most talented instrumentalist of 
the brothers, joined the band on conga.xxiii That same 
year Motown spun-off MJ with Got To Be There 
(released in 1972), beginning his solo career. Also in 
1972, Jermaine cut a solo album. Jackie’s solo single 
was released in 1973. By 1975, just six years after 
signing with Motown, the group split from the record 
company, changing their name to The Jacksons to 
avoid a breach of contract. In the first of the family’s 
on-again-off-again personal quarrels, Jermaine, who 
had married Gordy’s daughter, remained with the 
label. Gordy would later say, The Jackson 5 were “the 
last big stars to come rolling off the [Motown] 
assembly line.”xxiv  

The Jacksons recorded for Epic until 1982. Their short-
lived 1976 variety show on CBS (Epic’s home) was the 
first ever hosted by African Americans.xxv  In 1978, 
minus Jermaine, the group’s double-platinum Destiny, 
included their most successful post-Motown single, 
the disco-influenced “Shake Your Body (Down to the 
Ground).” Co-written by Randy and MJ, it sold two 
million copies. That same year MJ starred with Diana 
Ross in The Wiz produced by Quincy Jones. The movie 
unveiled a new, dramatic MJ; for the first time dancing 
and singing were equal. A year later Epic released MJ’s 
first solo album on that label. Produced by Jones, who 
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worked with MJ throughout his career, and recorded 
with Randy, Off the Wall sold 20 million copies 
worldwide and made MJ the first solo artist to have 
four songs from the same album—two at number 
one—in the top ten of Billboard’s Top 100. Other 
record-setting albums followed. That same year, ten 
years after leaving Indiana, The Jacksons’ star was set 
into the Hollywood Walk of Fame amidst speculation 
that MJ would leave The Jacksons. He denied it, but 
the star setting was the beginning of the end.  

Motown 25: “Billie Jean” and the Moonwalk 
Released in November of 1982, Thriller, MJ’s second 
album with Quincy Jones as co-producer, 
overshadowed the Jacksons’ 1980 Triumph. Thriller 
would go on to become the world’s best-selling album 
of all time, winner of eight 1984 Grammy Awards.xxvi In 
1983, stating he did not want to perform live, nor to 
perform with his brothers again, MJ refused to 
participate in the television special, Motown 25. Berry 
Gordy brokered a truce in part by agreeing to allow MJ 
to perform “Billie Jean.” It was the only new song on 
the program.  
 
The original Jackson 5 had not performed together in 
nearly seven years other than a 1979 appearance on 
the TV show Midnight Special. But their reunion was 
overshadowed by MJ’s performance of “Billie Jean.” 
Music writer Jeffery Callen describes the moment: 
  

As the Jackson 5 finish singing the brothers 
hug, then leave Michael alone on the stage. 
He begins to speak: 

“I have to say those were the good 
old days. I love those songs. Those 
were magic moments with my 
brothers, including Jermaine.” Then 
Jackson paused, looking at the 
audience as if about to reveal 
something extraordinary: “But, uh, 
you know, those were the good 
songs. I like those songs a lot. But 
especially, I like…the new songs.” At 
that moment, on the opening beats 
of ‘Billie Jean’, Jackson grabbed his 
black [fedora], spun around and 
struck a pose (Kooijman, 122). 

Kisselgoff sees the moonwalk as “an apt 
metaphor” for all that MJ is as a dancer. “As a 
technician, he is a great illusionist, a genuine 
mime. His ability to keep one leg straight as he 

glides while the other bends and seems to walk 
requires perfect timing” (NY Times, 6 March 
1988). From the instant of the opening pose, 
MJ’s mature, unique solo performance style, his 
star persona—a carefully planned and rehearsed 
combination of movement, song, and costume—
is established.  

In his 1988 autobiography, Moon Walk, MJ wrote that 
the choreography for “Billie Jean” was created in his 
kitchen the night before Motown 25. 
  

I still had no idea what I was going 
to do with my solo number. So I 
went down to the kitchen of our 
house and played “Billie Jean.” 
Loud…I pretty much stood there 
and let the song tell me what to 
do. I kind of let the dance create 
itself…I heard the beat come in, 
and I took this spy’s hat and 
started to pose and step…I felt 
almost compelled to let it create 
itself” (Jackson, Moon Walk, 209). 
 

The Motown 25 performance of “Billie Jean” 
introduced the now iconic crotch grab, staccato pelvic 
thrusts, the moonwalk and, an MJ trademark, the 
direct-to-camera fierce gaze. The Washington Post 
noted that while Jackson’s voice was much the same; 
“Oh, how  [his moves] have changed! Michael Jackson 
is more dazzling than a Fourth of July fireworks 
display. He redefines showmanship right in front of 
your amazed little eyes.”xxvii  

Chief New York Times dance critic, Alastair Macaulay, 
writes that the dancing in “Billie Jean” is already: 

more choreographed, both in the bad 
sense of unspontaneous and the good 
sense of dance structure…[but] his 
dancing is so aflame you don’t feel any 
lack of freshness, and he’s so alert that 
you hardly have time to laugh—though I 
think you ought, happily—at the way his 
busy pelvis keeps hoisting his pants up 
and revealing his off-white socks. [The 
changing expanse of socks becomes part 
of the rhythm of the song.]  

You don’t have time because he gives 
you so much to look at. There are few 
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popular dancers today who keep 
drawing your attention to 
footwork...Here in “Billie Jean” he turns 
the feet in and out; he raises right and 
left feet in alternation; he isolates the 
action of one leg and then the other; he 
goes rhythmically knock-kneed: It’s 
riveting. Later, when he jumps and 
stamps, those moves are dance effects, 
always part of the rhythm…The spring 
he can get out of those feet is very 
exciting: you can see how much impetus 
he gets out of them — turning in and 
out, they sometimes propel him 
backward — which is just a foretaste of 
what’s to follow (NY Times, 26 June 
2009). 

Nothing, ever, is left to chance. MJ’s black sequin 
jacket, glittery-white shirt, white socks and black 
shoes under shortened black slacks à la Fred Astaire, 
the single white, sequined glove (originally a doctored 
golf glove), all are designed to highlight movement. 
“The glove was just—I thought one was cooler than 
two,” Jackson told TV Guide in 1999. “I love to accent 
movement. The eye goes to where the white is—you 
know, the glove. And the feet, if you’re dancing, you 
can put an exclamation point on your movement if it 
has a bit of light on it. So I wore the white socks. And 
for the design of the jacket, I would sit with the people 
who made the clothes and tell them where I wanted a 
button or a buckle or a design” (Bernhard, 1999).  The 
glove alone caused such a commotion that public 
schools banned students from wearing copies as 
hundreds of Michael Jacksons hit the streets to trick-
or-treat.xxviii About the hat Macaulay noted, “Mr. 
Jackson was just 24 in 1983, and the androgyny was 
already evident. When he shows us the debonair 
angle at which he can wear a hat, he’s much more like 
[Judy] Garland than anyone else…” (NY Times, 26 June 
2009)  

Undoubtedly, the moonwalk was the single most 
memorable moment of Motown 25. "The audience 
audibly gasp[ed] as he move[d] backward while 
seemingly walking forward, as if he was floating on 
air.”xxix Steven Ivory, then editor of Black Beat, 
remembered: “I don’t think I’ve seen anything like 
that before. I was stunned. Michael truly became a 
legend that night. Watching the performance on 
videotape pales in comparison to the exhilaration I, 
and everyone else who was there, felt in seeing 

Michael’s act in person.”xxx The moonwalk, “a move 
that evoked both deep-space androids and the rakish 
seducers of the old myths, completely rewrote the 
book on male sexuality in music,” writes LA Times 
music blogger August Brown (26 June 2009). Music 
critic Nelson George writes simply, “the performance 
[was] ‘epochal’” (194).  
 
MJ “consistently use[s] techniques that echoed the 
past as the base for [his] superstardom” (194-195). 
Band leader Cab Calloway, for one example, 
performed a moon-walk-like step as early as 1932.xxxi 
But at the moment MJ broke into the step “nobody 
[watching] seemed to care that the moonwalk was 
called...the backslide, or that [MJ] was not the first 
one to perform it on television” (Kooijman, 122). No 
matter its origin, after Motown 25, Cholly Atkins 
writes, “all of a sudden, it’s Michael Jackson’s 
moonwalk” (Atkins and Malone, 198). 

Like so much about MJ, how he discovered and 
learned the moonwalk is cloaked in multiple histories 
and assertions. Cholly Atkins: “Michael probably had 
never seen it before, but [tappers] Johnny Hudgins 
and Bill Bailey had been doing it forever. It was Bill’s 
stage exit sixty years ago!”xxxii In Moon Walk, MJ 
himself comments: “Now the Moonwalk was already 
out on the street...but I enhanced it a little when I did 
it.”xxxiii That MJ was learning anything from the streets 
by the time he performed the moonwalk seems 
unlikely, though certainly he could have seen the step 
in childhood.  

By all accounts the most likely source of the step was 
Soul Train, of which MJ was an avid watcher. 
According to several sources, including Jeffery Daniels, 
a Soul Train dancer in the late 1970s and the 
choreographer of “Bad” and “Smooth Criminal,” the 
movement was performed by the street dance group 
and original Soul Train dancers, The Electric Bagoolos. 
In an interview with National Public Radio’s Melissa 
Block, Daniels says that during a trip to Disneyland 
with sister Janet in the early 1980s, MJ and Janet 
“stood on the wing of the stage and they watched me 
dance. And then I got a call from him. He said that he 
would like to get together and ... go over the dance 
moves.”xxxiv Watching Daniels dancing to his group, the 
Shalamars’, 1979 hit “A Night To Remember” in a June 
1982 clip from the British TV show, Top of the Pops, 
it’s easy to believe his story. Even his costume 
forecasts MJ’s later that year.xxxv Some, however, 
dispute Daniels’ claim. They say the distinction goes to 
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other Soul Train dancers; either Don Campbell and his 
Lockers, or Geron “Casper” Candidate who performed 
a “moonwalk-like step” (Kooijman, 122).xxxvi 

While MJ’s Motown 25 performance of “Billie Jean” is 
remembered for one dance step, it was the totality of 
its visual impact that made the event so important to 
music performance history. Marking a pivotal 
transition in pop music performance, pre-recorded 
vocals enabled a mic-free, lip-synched performance to 
MJ’s own multi-layered voice, a vivid contrast with 
both the Jackson 5’s style, and the live performances 
that comprised the balance of Motown 25. Instead, 
MJ’s performance of “Billie Jean” emphasized the 
visual aspects of his performance placing primacy on 
theatrical dance with its penchant for the dramatic, 
marking the Motown 25 performance of “Billie Jean” 
as new ground for both MJ and for his audience.  
 
No sooner did MJ leave the Motown 25 stage then 
there was a shift in performative emphasis in music 
business promotions. Musical performance would no 
longer be primarily about the music. Instead, 
emphasis would be placed on visual presentation, on 
spectacle.xxxvii MJ’s Motown 25 performance 
“energized the music scene...set[ting] in motion all the 
forces that would go on to shape popular culture in 
the 1980s.”xxxviii  

According to his autobiography, MJ did not realize 
how pivotal his performance during Motown 25 was. 
Later he would comment on the many changes that 
followed the performance, both personal and in the 
industry. But at the moment he was concerned with 
what he didn’t do, how he had failed to dance as he’d 
hoped. In Jackson’s own telling: 

I turned around and grabbed the hat and 
went into ‘Billie Jean,’ into that heavy 
rhythm; I could tell that…the audience 
[was] really enjoying my performance. 
My brothers told me they were crowding 
the wings watching me with their mouths 
open…But I just remember opening my 
eyes at the end of the thing and seeing 
this sea of people standing up, 
applauding. And I felt so many conflicting 
emotions. I knew I had done my best and 
felt good, so good. But at the same time I 
felt disappointed in myself. I had planned 
to do one really long spin and to stop on 
my toes, suspended for a moment, but I 

didn’t stay on my toes as long as I 
wanted. I did the spin and I landed on 
one toe. I wanted to just stay there, just 
freeze there, but it didn’t work quite as I 
planned (Jackson, Moon Walk, 211-212). 

MJ’s pleasure in what he did, and his dismay at his 
one lapse, are hallmarks of his performance creed. 
Even as a child his ecstatic physicality set him apart 
from his brothers, who sing nearly as well but have 
less freedom and immediacy in their bodies. From the 
earliest videos his conscious care, practice and 
perfectionism are evident. No matter the 
psychological reasons behind it—and I suspect there 
were many—he was, to the benefit of his art, a 
notoriously hard worker, exacting of himself and of 
everyone who worked with him. In the documentary 
This Is It, rehearsal footage issued after his death, he 
works his company hard and himself harder. Nothing 
is left to chance. Every moonwalk, turn, and crotch 
grab are calculated and practiced. “The very 
effortlessness of his most famous moves disguised 
the extraordinary skill and effort needed to perform 
them,” comments pop culture scholar Tavia Nyongo 
(Smith, NY Daily News, 29 June 2009). His consistent 
inventiveness is one of his most enticing traits. In a 
1999 interview with TV Guide’s Lisa Bernhard, MJ 
tells her “Billie Jean” is his favorite song to perform, 
“But only when I don’t have to do it the same way. 
The audience wants a certain thing. I have to do the 
moonwalk in that spot. [Laughs] I’d like to do a 
different version” (Bernhard, 1999). 

With Motown 25, “Michael Jackson made the 
definitive statement that the Jackson 5 were history, 
and that his solo performance…was the future. Even 
Berry Gordy had to admit that Jackson’s 
performance…outshone the magic of Motown itself: 
‘It was the most incredible performance I’d ever 
seen,’” Gordy would say (Kooijman, 122). Though 
there would be sporadic special reunions, and MJ 
would join the family on the title track of the Jacksons’ 
fifteenth, and last album, the 1989 2300 Jackson 
Street, after Motown 25 the Jackson’s cease to be an 
active group.xxxix 
 
Dancing 
Over the course of his long career MJ's dancing 
evolved from the instinctiveness of his early 
performances to a refined, practiced, sharply realized, 
if, as dance critics like to point out, small(ish) 
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repertory of movements. “You can almost count [his 
steps]...on your fingers,” says Joan Acocella (New 
Yorker, 27 July 2009). Anna Kisselgoff writes: “you will 
see that the steps and sequences are often repeated. 
But their rhythms and phrasing are changed” (NY 
Times, 6 March 1988). Viewing online clips, Alastair 
Macaulay comments that even in his best work MJ 
“relie[s] too often on known stunts: the crotch-
grabbing and moonwalking are just the most famous 
of these, and on too many occasions the audience 
seems to be waiting for him to do” what earlier in the 
article Macaulay calls “tricks and special effects, all 
fitted to a single song” (NY Times, 26 June 2009). 

Despite his narrow range, the codification of 
movement is not inhibiting. It is, in fact, what makes 
his movements memorable. Specific and clearly 
articulated, MJ’s steps, seen many times, in many 
dances, are what make it possible for his routines to 
be learned by anyone. Better dancers imbue the steps 
with their own style; professional dancers add 
technique, nuance and qualities defined by a 
choreographer. But anyone can learn the Thriller 
routine and joyously execute it with friends at a party.  
 
And MJ’s performance is always striking.  “Mr. Jackson 
is one of those rare dancers…you’d pay just to watch 
him walk,” writes Macaulay. He does “it with all kinds 
of different dynamics, and sometimes with a rushing 
impetus that’s irresistible” (NY Times, 26 June 2009). 
Los Angeles Times columnist Lewis Segal lists three 
prime elements of MJ’s dancing; “the components of 
his personal style are [not easy to] duplicate,” he adds.  
 

1. Isolations: for example the hip pops 
in “Billie Jean...” appear “as if in a 
close-up, sudden and incredibly 
sharp.” 

2. “Weightlessness: The sense of 
freedom from gravity…a body with no 
mass or muscles, just pure 
torque...[MJ’s]…nervy, high-velocity 
turns seem…to operate in zero 
gravity…”  

3. “Transformation of the mundane: 
shadow-boxing and other familiar 
moves drawn from athletics and pop 
dance renewed and heightened 
through a spectacular sense of flow 
and delirious speed…his 

finest…performances [give] the 
illusion of being a momentary impulse, 
almost accidental in their perfect 
balances and other evidence of 
faultless technical control” (LA Times, 
26 June 2009). 

According to a number of scholars, a virtuoso is most 
clearly identified in contrast to the non-virtuosic. Of 
course everyone agrees that MJ the singer is a 
virtuoso. But there is a jolt when realizing that this 
statement is equally applicable to MJ the dancer. The 
virtuoso demonstrates "'incredible skill which displays 
a heightened sense of self expression, evokes a 
distinctive affecting presence and transforms the ways 
of viewing human agency'...[including] the exceptional 
'charisma' projected by the performer” (Hamera, 753). 
Again, Joan Acocella: “Watch him...dancing, 
silhouetted, alongside other men doing the same 
steps. You can’t see the faces, but you know which 
one he is. He dives into a step more intently, and 
shows it to us more precisely, than anyone else.” 
Through his "innate sense of body...and a deep 
perfectionism,” through an individualistic sense of 
timing, MJ created “a moving body that was unlike 
any other” (New Yorker, 27 July 2009).   
 

The casualness with which…spins are 
tossed off” remarks Judith Hamera, 
“belies their tightness and smoothness; 
he looks as if he is on ice while his 
brothers are weighted down. In line 
formations, he is visibly more taut and, 
simultaneously, very loose-jointed. His 
hip-thrusts are sharper, his dimestops—
(complete pauses, usually transitions 
between moves)—more abrupt, and his 
crouches with turned-in knees so 
extreme that they are almost grotesque. 
Yet these moves resolve so quickly into 
other steps that the group choreography 
seems staid by comparison…(Hamera, 
753) 

An inveterate borrower, MJ’s movement derived from 
the many dance styles that have evolved over a long 
history of African American popular entertainment, 
social and street dance—hip hop, sock hop, disco, and 
older forms like the Charleston. Influences from 
Hollywood film—in particular the dancer Fred Astaire, 
who singled MJ out for praise—and of course Soul 
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Train, are all clearly visible. Motown’s defining 
choreographer, Cholly Atkins, points out that the 
African American community recycles movement, 
commonly passing it through communities and over 
time.  

A lot of the moves that the young kids 
are doing now are very familiar. They 
have a different beat…but you look 
closely and you see steps there from 
African traditional dances. They just 
have another little twist 
added…shaking and coming up and 
down, hopping and skipping, and hands 
flying…In some of the pictures I’ve seen 
of dances during slavery time, you see 
the same kinds of moves. You see the 
arm movements and the legs kicking, 
the strut…And when you analyze it 
further and see these National 
Geographic films of the dances of 
Africa and the Caribbean islands, you 
can see the roots of…dances…like the 
Charleston, truckin’, and the twist…I 
just saw a real old clip of a little boy 
dancing on a platform, and the dances 
that he was doing are the same kinds of 
things that Michael Jackson is doing 
now (Atkins and Malone, 197-198).  

Modern dance and jazz dance techniques, as well 
as tap, are also apparent in his dancing.xl “There 
might seem to be little connection between a 
modern dance company—even a wildly popular 
one like Alvin Ailey—and Jackson,” Ronni Favors, 
Rehearsal Director at the Alvin Ailey American 
Dance Theater since 1999, told the Daily News’ 
Olivia Smith. “Jackson transcended boundaries 
between street dancing [and]…dancing as a high-
culture art form in a way no one had before.” 
Take for example his feet, Favors says. Their 
“angularity…in a position known to dancers as 
forced arch - could be from an early work by 
modern dance pioneer Martha Graham, but 
Jackson imbues the move with a smooth 
sensuality that owes more to Broadway 
choreographer Bob Fosse” (Smith, NY Daily News, 
29 June 2009). Anna Kisselgoff too compares MJ’s 
dancing to the abstractions of a mid-twentieth 
century modern dance master, Merce 
Cunningham. Unlike many pop stars, she points 
out, MJ does “not rely on prosaic body language.” 

Instead, he uses “nonspecific dances” showing 
movement as valuable in itself; what the 
audience “read[s] into it is provided by the 
theatrical context around it” (NY Times, 6 March 
1988). 

The influence of earlier popular 
singer/dancers/actors is also clear. “When [MJ] 
splays his hands and bends his knees in jazz 
effects,” Macaulay writes, “he recalls the chic 
archness of [Audrey] Hepburn in ‘Funny Face’” 
(NY Times, 26 June 2009). Similarly, Nelson 
George points to rock performers; MJ “combined 
‘Jack Wilson’s athleticism...the intensity of the 
Apollo amateur night, and the glitter of Diana 
Ross’” (George, 194-195). Many of MJ’s 
movements can be seen in “James Brown 
Dancing Lessons”—George notes the camel walk 
in particular— though I am not implying that 
Jackson studied this 1 minute, 45 second clip.xli 
Although Brown’s movement vocabulary is more 
limited and less studied than MJ’s, and rather 
than choreography he seems to improvise using a 
set vocabulary during specific musical breaks, 
Brown’s intensity, complexity, and precision of 
movement are lessons MJ clearly learned.  

Ever since I was a small 
child, no more than like six 
years old, my mother 
would wake me no matter 
what time it was, if I was 
sleeping, no matter what I 
was doing, to watch the 
television to see the 
master at work. And when 
I saw him move, I was 
mesmerized. I had never 
seen a performer perform 
like James Brown, and 
right then and there I 
knew that was exactly 
what I wanted to do for 
the rest of my life because 
of James Brown.xlii 

A profound musicality is key to what makes MJ’s 
dancing so successful. Dancing evolves, always, 
directly from the music. “His ability to respond to the 
score faithfully and yet creatively, playing with the 
music, moving in before and after the beat…always 

http://www.danceheritage.org/ailey.html
http://www.danceheritage.org/graham.html
http://www.danceheritage.org/fosse.html
http://www.danceheritage.org/cunningham.html
http://www.danceheritage.org/cunningham.html
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comes off as spontaneity,” and his physical pleasure is 
apparent, Acocella writes: “he hops with joy; he wags 
his head; his shirt comes un-tucked.”(New Yorker, 27 
July 2009). It is these qualities that make his early 
performances so joyful and so enduring and his adult 
performances so richly musical. 

In a 2003 ABC interview with British journalist 
Martin Bashir, MJ makes it literal.  

Bashir: What’s going through your mind 
when you’re dancing? 
Michael: Not thinking. Thinking is the 
biggest mistake a dancer can make. You 
have to feel…You  become the bass…You 
become the fanfare, you become the 
clarinet and the flute the strings and the 
drums. 
Bashir: So you’re almost the physical 
embodiment of the music? 
Michael: Yeah, absolutely!xliii 

 
MJ’s personal movement vocabulary, his musicality, 
the focus and intensity of his performance that 
allowed him to push his audience in any emotional 
direction he desired, are what make MJ’s dancing so 
engrossing. Ronni Favors told Olivia Smith: “Even if he 
wasn't doing it for the first time, he made it look 
brand new” (NY Daily News, 29 June 2009).  

MTV and the Development of the Music Video 
“Pop music is, and always has been, a multi-discursive 
cultural form, in which no one media site is 
privileged.” All music video must be understood 
within the context of “its relation to the wider world 
of pop culture," writes Andrew Goodwin in his seminal 
book on music television (Goodwin, 25).  

Music Television (MTV), a basic cable channel, 
debuted August 1, 1981. From the beginning MTV was 
imagined as new form of advertising aimed at a still to 
be “constructed” audience—the  lucrative 12-34-year 
old population (Goodwin, 38-9). But, to prove its 
value, to convince doubtful record executives of the 
form’s economic potential, MTV had to illustrate its 
capability as an effective sales tool.  

It cannot be an accident that MTV chose the Buggles’ 
"Video Killed the Radio Star" as its first broadcast 
video. Although the Buggles were a relatively obscure 
band, the song’s title highlighted the focus of the new 

channel; visual performance in music was now equal 
to aural and MTV was the “medium through which to 
present pop music” (Kooijman, 120). The 24-hour, 
seven-days-a-week rotation of songs that MTV was 
eventually able to support proved the formats 
creators correct; music video became a dramatic new 
tool for music promotion. It also became a unique art 
form. 

The ability to reuse the new visual product was a 
primary factor in its success. For the viewer, reuse 
meant new associations and new meanings 
discovered through multiple viewings of the initial 
video, and due to clips that reappeared in multiple 
other contexts. This purposeful altering of the video’s 
original construction and use “doubl[ed] the essential 
pleasure” of music video consumption, Goodman 
writes (70-71). The pioneering stage performances of 
musicians David Bowie, Alice Cooper, and Pink Floyd, 
incorporating dance and spectacle and based on a 
complex visual/aural connection with the audience 
provided a precedent for constructing live 
performances with this new visual media product in 
mind. Increasingly, as their work illustrated, MTV 
products “raised the question of whether the music 
video was best seen as a commercial for the pop song 
and its star, or if the pop song had been reduced to 
the soundtrack of the video.”xliv  

Reuse also changed MTVs economic structure. Due to 
the ability to consolidate and split video clips, image-
makers were able to reiterate the original clips in 
multiple contexts. Each viewing of a clip was a tease 
visually promoting a commodity that was as yet 
unsold, and at the same time directing viewers to 
products they had previously consumed—earlier 
recordings. It was “from the sale of those 
commodities that profit is generated.”xlv Documentary 
recording of live concerts, therefore, were shaped by 
an imperative that the footage be useful for later 
video projects. 

MJ appears to have understood the power of the new 
media early-on. Rather than a complement to his 
songs, he saw in music video an opportunity to create 
discrete works of art in which the components—
music, dance and visuals—were separately, but 
equally valued, and in which the whole expressed a 
single idea. In a 1999 interview he told TV Guide’s Lisa 
Bernhard:  
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…Jackie came to my house and said, 
‘Are you watching this show that’s on 
TV?...It’s MTV.’ I put it on and 
thought the concept was very 
interesting. What I didn’t like was the 
videos that were a collage of images; 
I thought that if I were to do one, I 
would do something with a little 
more entertainment value. My 
dream was to make something with a 
beginning, a middle, and an ending, 
like a short film (Bernhard, 1999). 

 
MJ began to explore the ways in which musically rich 
and responsive sound and vocal passages, in 
conjunction with “physical embodiment(s) of the 
music”—i.e. dance—could move a storyline creating 
coherent presentations of his themes. The results 
were more elaborate, complex, and story-driven than 
a filmed stadium show, more cohesive than a video 
collage. They were in fact miniature music-theater-
like, or movie-like, story-telling-in-music-and-
movement constructions (Kooijman, 125-6). 
 
The Thriller videos “convert[ed] MTV from a 
backwater to a sensation” (Kooijman, 120). The 
success of Billie Jean, in particular, highlighted “the 
idea that a single [song] must be accompanied by a 
high-production video—preferably by someone who is 
a bit of a hoofer” (Ibid.) With Bad, which followed by 
five years, and Black or White, the landmark Thriller 
videos “uniquely shaped early music 
video…introducing a new language for performative, 
popular dance that is both a contrast to, and an echo 
of film dancing in the age of the Hollywood movie 
musical.”xlvi  
 
The construction of MJ’s videos both encouraged 
viewing them as unique, complete statements, but 
also made them easy to reuse in whole and in part. 
For example, both Thriller and Bad, in addition to the 
original video, were integrated into 30-minute 
documentaries. Sold to media outlets around the 
world this reuse enhanced the original videos’ overall 
profits, increasing their economic value.xlvii 
 
The popularity of the Thriller trio helped other 
performers convince their record companies of the 
competive edge videos provided, changing forever the 
way songs are promoted. Soon, the anticipation of the 
“video release” surpassed the eagerness for the song 

itself, “transforming a…song release into an 
‘event’…[and] MTV from a mere diversion for young 
people into a cultural institution that society at large 
paid attention to” (Queenan, The Guardian, 12 July 
2007).  
 
The pleasure of watching music video, 
however, is not only its narrative, writes 
Goodwin. Although the narrative can draw 
viewers, the pleasure of music video is in “the 
making musical of the television image” 
(Goodwin, 70). Music video excels at what is 
called synaesthesia, the “intrapersonal 
process whereby sensory impressions are 
carried over from one sense to another, for 
instance, when one pictures [sees] sounds in 
one’s ‘mind’s eye.’”xlviii In music video 
synaesthesia is created for the viewer 
through techniques such as swift camera 
movements, short film clips, quick edits 
accompanying a fast song. In contrast, a 
slower paced song, a ballad for example, 
might be illustrated through long, lingering 

camera shots and slow dissolves. (Goodwin, 
60-71).xlix  

 
Synaesthesia is also a function of physical movement. 
Performance in the imaginary fast song above, what 
Goodwin calls “pro-filmic movement,” would likely 
involve jumping, running, quick gestures, the final 
product visually reflecting the speed of the song.. 

Everyone involved in the project, Goodwin explains, 
from “musicians…[to] professional dancers, and 
audience members…[and] ranging from full-fledged 
dance routines to all matters concerning gesture and 
the visual rhetoric of the body—may connect with 
synaesthesia [as an] effort to visualize the music 
itself....”l Examples of “pro-filmic” movement include: 
choreography for back-up dancers like those behind 
Beyoncé, the Who's Pete Townsend’s “windmilling” 
guitar strum, Chuck Berry's “duck walk,” and, of course 
MJ's moonwalk. Dance also illustrates lyrics as in:  
 

the videos of Paula Abdul…in which 
the narrative role of dance connects 
with young girls’ fantasies of success 
and escape through dance-as-career 
[Janet Jackson]…[and] as an assertive 
act linked to protofeminist 
lyrics…providing for either female 
appropriation of male movements 
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[Joan Jett]…or a validation of female 
dancing…[Madonna]. (Goodwin, 69)  

 
Therefore, Goodwin asserts, “the pleasures 
of listening (and perhaps of dancing) are 
heightened through the submission of vision 
to [the musical] sound track.…A ‘good’ 
video...is a clip that responds to the pleasures 
of music, and in which that music is made 
visual, either in new ways or in ways that 
accentuate existing visual associations” 
(Goodwin, 70). MJ’s synaesthetic instincts in 
making his music visible explains why he 
became one of MTV’s first stars. 
Thriller 
In his 1988 memoir, Moon Walk, MJ wrote that videos 
were always part of the album concept—“I wanted to 
be a pioneer in this relatively new medium.” Hugely 
expensive, shot on 35-mm film, not videotape, the 
videos were, as he had imagined earlier, “short 
films...We were serious…I was determined to present 
this music as visually as possible...I wanted something 
that would glue you to the set, something you’d want 
to watch over and over” (Jackson, Moon Walk, 200). 
 
The videos were developed in concert with directors 
and choreographers—most notably Michael Peters, 
Vincent Paterson, Jeffrey Daniels, and finally Kenny 
Ortega of High School Musical fame, who was 
choreographer and director of MJ's unrealized, last 
concert. Each of these TV and stage choreographers 
found what was unique in MJ’s physicality and 
movement sensibility. Building routines on his natural 
style and limited training, these choreographers 
created dances that were utterly Jackson’s own. 
During the 1991 PBS special “Everybody Dance Now,” 
Peters told dance historian Sally Sommer; “Jackson’s 
method was to put together some steps and ideas and 
bring them to a choreographer, who would then 
organize them into a coherent dance” (Acocella, New 
Yorker, 27 July 2009). When teaching the steps to 
backup dancers, the choreographers would:  
 

expand the scope of Jackson's 
style…grounding it in a muscularity 
and masculinity that kept it from 
looking over-finicky or effete. [For 
example,] a skinny kid in a red-satin 
baseball jacket might not have one 
chance in hell of stopping a gang war, 
but the late Michael Peters made us 

believe in ‘Beat It’ (Segal, LA Times, 
26 June 2009).  
 

Paul Parish, a contributor to Apollinaire Scherr’s blog, 
“Foot in Mouth,” comments that Jackson’s dancing 
translates well to video—“it’s pure terre-a-terre 
dancing, no loft to it at all, and the tiny changes he’ll 
make in his profile register with alarming clarity on the 
two-dimensional screen.”li Of MJ's “mature” dancing 
in this period Acocella writes:  
 

At this point, Jackson has just about 
everything you would want in a 
dancer. He is very fast, and, now that 
the adult musculature has come in, his 
whole body is “worked.” (This means 
that every muscle is stretched, and 
operating in the service of the dance. 
Nothing is blurred.) As a result, he has 
a sharp attack, and wonderful clarity 
(New Yorker, 27 July 2009). 

 
Thriller’s most important innovation, however, was 
perhaps inadvertent. From the time Billie Jean hit the 
market it changed how young people learn to dance. 
As I write, in 2015, students from elementary school 
to college still report learning to dance by watching 
MJ’s music videos. The movements themselves 
continue to appear in school yards and in 
choreographies of many styles. 
 
Billie Jean (1982/83)  
 
“Billie Jean,” a song that almost didn’t make it on to 
the Thriller album, was the winner of 1983’s Grammy 
Award for best Rhythm & Blues Vocal Performance 
and best R&B Song. MJ’s vibrant performance of the 
song during Motown 25 had electrified audiences and 
announced his new approach to performance. 
 
The song was already a number one hit when the 
video debuted on MTV. Billboard’s Paul Grein wrote: 
“the decision to add a mainstream black music smash 
[to the MTV roster], even if its mass audience appeal 
is by now rather obvious, is significant.”lii Tamara 
Roberts writes that MJ, (along with producers Quincy 
Jones and Bill Botrell,) had long pioneered  
 

a sound that consisted of the 
transracial base that was his musical 
heritage punctuated by carefully 
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wielded hyperracial sounds such as 
hard rock guitar and rap vocals. 
Ultimately…while Jackson pointed the 
way to moving past rigid musico-racial 
categories, the manner in which he 
incorporated these sounds”—blending 
African American traditions such as 
gospel, funk, R&B, hip-hop, and soul— 
with “genres dominantly racialized as 
white”—rock, New Wave, and 
techno—unconsciously made it difficult 
for his music to be seen as non-
racialized (Roberts, 26). 
  

MTV, therefore, had doubts about putting his music 
videos into hot rotation.  
The founders of MTV, Les Garland and Bob Pittman 
who ran the network, came from backgrounds in 
white radio. Their early market research showed that 
MTV’s audience—then primarily white suburbanites 
who had cable television—were interested in a 
narrowly defined music style—British “New Pop” and 
later Heavy Metal. With this demographic in hand, 
Pittman and Garland defended a “white music” only 
policy—“black artists weren’t excluded because they 
were black, but because they didn’t play rock’n’roll”—
over objections from within their office, although 
none senior enough to challenge them.liii Garland also 
claimed there were no appropriate videos that would 
pass the TV censors. Rick James’ Super Freak, 
featuring half-naked women in a swimming pool, was 
rejected by the network as too shocking; James 
accused the network of racism.  
 
At the time Billie Jean was released, Tina Turner, in 
light rotation, was the only African American artist on 
the MTV playlist.liv Billie Jean was released in medium 
rotation. The tremendous viewer response 
demonstrated definitively to “the pasty-faced 
number-crunchers who ran MTV…that white viewers 
would respond enthusiastically to videos featuring a 
black performer, something they had not previously 
believed” (Queenan, The Guardian, 12 July 2007). 
Simply put, everyone wanted to see MJ dance perhaps 
even more than they wanted to hear him sing.lv Billie 
Jean moved quickly into heavy rotation, helping 
“break the barriers between dance and rock, and 
black and white,that initially defined MTV as a white 
channel.”lvi It didn’t hurt that CBS, both Prince and 
MJ’s record label, threatened to pull their product 

from MTV and go public with MTV’s position on black 
musicians if they didn’t provide more exposure. 
 
To this day, “Billie Jean” (the song) is still in heavy 
rotation, spun more than 250,000 times per week in 
clubs and on media. R&B singer and producer Pharrell 
Williams, 2014 “Best Song” Academy Award winner, 
told interviewers; “It is hard to say if there is a greater 
song than ‘Billie Jean’. I think there will never be a 
song like this one again, with this bass line, with this 
kind of effect, this eternalness, this perfection.”lvii 
 
Unlike the complex story-dances of the next two 
Thriller videos, both created with experienced 
choreographers, Billie Jean’s mysterious story and 
dancing are minimal. Instead, the video focuses on 
character.lviii Directed by Steve Barron, the video 
opens on a dream-like, pink-toned cityscape. From a 
hotel a woman watches the comings and goings on 
the street. A photographer stalks MJ who is dressed in 
a pink shirt, black leather, pleated, slightly cropped 
pants, a matching jacket tossed over his shoulder. MJ 
is looking for someone—we assume Billie Jean. 
 
Strolling past a middle-aged beggar MJ tosses a coin in 
his can. The can lights up. Suddenly the “beggar” is 
dressed in a white suit. In the next shot MJ props his 
foot on a garbage can wiping clean a two-toned shoe 
revealing pink socks—the first of several references 
here to Fred Astaire. The video ends as Jackson climbs 
a hotel staircase; each step lights up as he touches it, 
the burnt-out “Hotel” sign illuminates as he passes. In 
the motel Jackson disappears under sheets beneath 
which lies an unseen human figure in outline (Billie 
Jean?) A photographer watches. The photographer is 
arrested. The beggar, still in his dress-suit, escorts a 
young, blonde woman down the street. 

Singing and dancing fill the mid-section of the video. 
An easy, rhythmic, strutting walk—another echo of 
Fred Astaire—is the primary movement motif. 
Strolling down a long, curved path of squares, wind-
blown papers swirl bringing movement to the quiet 
scene. A sense of loneliness and expectation pervades. 
The “town” visible in the distance presages scenes 
from the yet to be imagined Wiz. When he steps into 
second position, a square lights up. With a small 
crotch rock MJ’s knees begin to bounce. A couple of 
right arm throws in front of his body are followed by a 
pencil turn—another Astaire move—finally the iconic 
twist to profile, both knees bent, high on his toes in a 
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forced arch—all while singing. The moonwalk is 
nowhere to be seen.  

Beat It (1983) 

Beat It, the second Thriller album video, premiered on 
MTV during prime time on March 31, 1983. “Beat It,” 
a success when “played on white rock radio stations, 
(although some listeners called to complain about the 
broadcast of ‘black’ music,”) illustrated MJ’s astute 
understanding of the musical fads of his time; that he 
knew well how to capitalize on them “in order to 
make his music appeal to increasingly greater 
segments of the population.” This strategy had made 
MJ an international pop icon.lix  
 
The network originally wanted to air Beat It before 
Billie Jean, because the song featured Eddie Van 
Halen, lead guitarist of the rock group Van Halen, 
playing the song's distinctive, over-driven guitar solo. 
Beat It appealed to the MTV founders who thought 
Van Halen’s metal rock sound fit more easily into the 
MTV format and perceived demographic.lx (He 
received no fee for his contribution.) Not 
coincidentally, Van Halen’s presence would have 
offset the new media’s uncomfortable relationship 
with artists of color and legitimized MTV’s 
“whiteness.”lxi But Van Halen’s label prevented him 
from appearing in the video version, scuttling MTV’s 
plans and opening the door for Billie Jean.   
 
Beat It cost $150,000 to create, a fee that came from 
MJ’s pocket because CBS refused to finance it. MJ 
chose television director Bob Giraldi, whose 
commercials he liked, to direct. Filmed on Los Angeles' 
Skid Row—mainly on East 5th Street— according to 
Giraldi “Beat It,” was based on his youth in Paterson, 
NJ.lxii The choreography was by former Alvin Ailey 
dancer, Michael Peters.lxiii In white, wearing 
sunglasses, Peters also danced the lead villian. Vincent 
Paterson, in black, who would later choreograph 
“Smooth Criminal”, “Black or White,” and other 
Jackson videos and live shows, danced the leader of 
the rival gang.lxiv A cast of professional dancers, 
several from the Alvin Ailey Company, and four 
breakdancers fronted the cast. In a plan said to have 
been conceived by MJ who thought it would help 
foster peace, approximately 80 members of L.A.'s rival 
street gangs, the Crips and the Bloods, were cast to 
add authenticity to the production.  
 

As the opening passage of “Beat It” plays, news of a 
knife fight is delivered to the hangouts of rival gangs. 
Cut to MJ lying in bed, a skinny kid in a white t-shirt 
covered in musical notes and a stripe of piano keys, 
singing about the senselessness of violence. On foot, 
on a forklift, and out of the sewers, gang members 
arrive at a warehouse. MJ, in a red leather jacket with 
jewel-encrusted shoulders, enters dancing. Coming 
between Peters and Paterson on the line, “It doesn’t 
matter who is wrong or right,” he breaks up the fight; 
the dancing is intended to stand for the idea that 
violence is not the solution. 
 
With sharp, bouncy walks, right hand flipping up and 
down fingers snapping, gang leaders and MJ begin to 
dance. (See footnote for description.)lxv The “gang” 
joins in, more with each line. None of the steps are 
too hard, many are already in MJ’s vocabulary. The 
synchronized, mass choreography debuted here, most 
clearly realized in this dance would become a 
Peters/MJ choreographic trademark, coincidentally 
also opening a new, lucrative avenue of work for U.S. 
dancers. 
 
Like Billie Jean, Beat It went into “hot rotation.” For a 
two-month stretch in the summer of 1983 both videos 
were constantly on the air. Beat It received numerous 
awards; Rolling Stone critics and readers would vote it 
the best video of all time. More than 30 years later 
Beat It’s continued popularity, and the enduring story 
that it represents, once again put it in the news. In the 
wake of the Baltimore police shooting of Freddie Gray, 
a Baltimore citizen, boom-box in hand, stood on a van 
roof. Wearing cropped pants, he delivered a 
performance of Beat It that was pure protest.lxvi 
 
MJ’s and Michael Peter’s next video again 
revolutionized the form.  
 
Thriller (1983)  
 
In December of 1983, in a first, MTV broadcast an 
“exclusive [video] priemiere”: Thriller. The title song of 
the same-named album, a fourteen-minute long 
“short movie,” Thriller was the last of the album’s 
video trio. In 1999 MJ told TV Guides' Lisa Bernhard, 
“my main goal for ‘Thriller,’ [was] to do something 
that would be scary, fun and exciting” (Bernhard, 
1999). But for the music industry Thriller was more 
than just entertainment. After Thriller, MTV’s unique 
contribution was fully realized; music videos would 
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“no longer…[be seen simply as] promotional 
commercials for pop songs, in which the visuals are 
subordinated to the soundtrack,” they were now a 
unique art form (Kooijman, 126).  

Directed by John Landis who co-wrote the story with 
MJ, Thriller co-stars Ola Ray and features a spoken 
word section by horror film star Vincent Price. Like 
Beat It, Thriller was choreographed by Michael Peters 
who updated MJ’s vocabulary with a hip hop staple, 
the “robot.” It is also the first video in which MJ 
performs the moonwalk. (See footnote for 
description.)lxvii  Thriller introduced the music video 
convention of “an alternation between naturalistic or 
‘realistic’ modes of representation (in which the song 
is performed ‘live’ or in a studio and mimed by the 
singer or group) and ‘constructed’ of fantastic modes 
of representation (in which the singer/group acts out 
imaginary roles implied by the lyrics or the 
atmosphere of the music.)” (Kooijman, 126)  

It didn't take long for Thriller’s dance steps to move 
into the international lexicon of clubland dance. It is 
perhaps the most reproduced of all MJ’s dances and, 
aided by YouTube, cities around the world host 
“initiates in ghoul makeup aping Michael’s moves en 
masse; the current record for largest dance of the 
undead is 12,937 in Mexico City.”lxviii Thriller has 
remained a staple of pre-teen dance parties, of group 
dancing at weddings and coming of age events, and of 
dance squads. “The song and the Thriller dance are so, 
so well known – it’s incredible,” Rock Bridge High 
School Bruin Girls dance coach, Lyria Bartlett, told the 
Columbia Missourian. A former performer with the 
University of Missouri's Golden Girls cheer squad, 
Bartlett learned the Thriller choreography at a Golden 
Girls Dance Camp where, she told the paper, “a 
choreographer from the Thriller video” had taught it. 
Her high school squad performed the dance in 2008. 
“…everyone can do at least the one part with hands in 
the air,” Bartlett said referring to the 2 minute long 
zombie crowd dance that begins 8:20 seconds into the 
song. A potent marker of a time period and a 
generation, the Thriller dance appears in the films 13 
Going on 30 (2004) and 2013’s Frozen, providing 
audiences with immediate, kinesthetic identification 
with the moment and the characters.   

Some consider Thriller the most influential music 
video of all time. In January of 2010 it was designated 
a national treasure by the Library of Congress: the first 

music video to be inducted into the National Film 
Registry.lxix  
 
“’Thriller’ marked the most incandescent moment in 
Jackson’s life, his apex creatively as well as 
commercially. He would spend the rest of his career 
trying to surpass it,” writes Nancy Griffin in Vanity 
Fair. “In the Off the Wall/Thriller era, Michael was in a 
constant state of becoming,” says Glen Brunman, then 
Jackson’s publicist at Epic. “It was all about the music, 
until it also became about the sales and the awards, 
and something changed forever” (Griffin, see note 
lxviii). 
 
Bad (1987) 
 
Five years after the Thriller trio, on August 31, 1987, 
Bad (video) premiered on the CBS Television 
primetime special, Michael Jackson: The Magic 
Returns. Created for the title song of the nine-times-
platinum album, one of the 30 best-selling albums of 
all time, the eighteen-minute movie is said to have 
cost over two million dollars. 
 
Like Beat It and Thriller, Bad is choreographed for a 
large group, here all male. The central danced motif of 
the video is based on, and in some parts clearly 
resembles, Broadway and ballet choreographer 
Jerome Robbins’ choreography for West Side Story’s 
“Cool.” Focused on tight, unison movement that 
either surrounds or backs MJ, the jazz-based, at times 
almost hip hop styled movement, threaded with 
glissades and tours en l’airs, is harder edged than the 
earlier videos. “We were looking for a model of dance 
[that gave the feeling of] guys hanging out, men 
dancing,” co-choreographer (with Gregg Burge) and 
lead dancer Jeffrey Daniels told National Public 
Radio’s Melissa Block in an interview following MJ's 
death.lxx But unlike Beat It with its cast of real gang 
members with no training, in Bad, notes Elizabeth 
Bergman, they “attempted to disguise the 
professional nature of their dancers by choosing 
dance movement that emerged from heightened 
pedestrain actions such as walking, jumping, or 
posturing.” Although, Bergman continues, “the exact 
synchronization and polished perfection of the dances 
clearly demonstrate the master craftsmanship of the 
choreographers and the dancers training and labor” 
(Bergman, 5). Of the video's most famous section sung 
over the final chorus—a long line of dancers 
performing a staccato walking step, sharp head turns, 
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and bent left arms that make them look like a chain—
Daniels says, “It's like a train coming across the 
screen...and that's the effect I was looking for and it 
worked” (Daniels, 2009). 
 
With a script written by novelist and screenwriter 
Richard Price, directed by Martin Scorsese, Bad 
continues themes Jackson addressed in the Thriller 
trilogy. Inspired by the 1985 shooting of Edmund 
Perry—an African American Phillips Exeter Academy 
honor student—by a plainclothes officer in 
circumstances that have alarming echoes in 2015, in 
Bad MJ plays a private school student, Daryl, home for 
vacation; singer Roberta Flack, in a voice-over, is his 
mother. Challenged by a neighborhood “friend,” Mini 
Max, (played by then unknown Wesley Snipes,) to 
prove he’s still “bad,” Daryl agrees to mug an elderly 
man in the subway. Changing his mind, Daryl is 
berated by Mini Max who shouts at him: “You ain’t 
bad. Do it!” “You ain’t nothin’,” Daryl shouts back as 
the film switches from black-and-white to color.  
 
No longer wearing a hoodie and coat, MJ, now in black 
leather and chains, faces off with Mini Max and his 
two friends joined by a dancing crew emerging from 
behind subway columns and up stairs. (Many of the 
tropes in Bad are similar to those in the Thriller 
videos.) The video ends with a hiss, not disimilar from 
that issued by the dancers early in West Side Story’s 
“Cool.” Then, Mini Max knocks away Daryl’s raised 
hand grabbing his shoulders. They stare at each other. 
“So that’s the way it goes down,” Mini Max says. 
Dance over. They shake hands. Daryl smiles as Mini 
Max and friends walk away. Unlike the earlier videos, 
however, Bad ends bitterly. As the film returns to 
black-and-white the old Daryl, stands alone on the 
subway platform. His danced revolt a dream, he is 
alone, belonging nowhere. 
 
Filmed in both black-and-white and color to highlight 
the emotional changes embodied in the video, Bad is 
set in the cavernous urban underground of Brooklyn’s 
Hoyt-Schermerhorn Station. The subway setting refers 
both to that institution’s role as a defacto theater of 
the street, and to hip hop film of the era.lxxi Bergman 
writes that Bad “pointedly capitalized on the...look 
and feel of hip-hop in order to bring street cred to [its] 
professional[ly] danced portrayal of tough urban 
youth” (Bergman, 7).  But, she continues:  
 

despite…sincere efforts to present 

the ironic reality of the “American 
Dream” of social and racial equality, 
the depiction of hoodlums was 
simultaneously linked to African 
American movement tropes…which 
worked to racially mark and 
glamorize this “dangerous” personae 
in the American popular imagination. 
“Naughtily illegal” is the term dance 
scholar Brenda DixonGottschild 
borrows from folklorist Allan Jabbour 
to describe the phenomenon; the 
doubleentendres of “Cool” and Bad 
signify that “edginess” that often 
associates outsider status with 
African American aesthetics and 
forms, specifically those of African 
American urban youth culture. 
(Bergman, 2-3) 

 
Thriller Revisited 
Other videos followed: the gangster-focused Smooth 
Criminal (1987), Black or White (1991) with Macaulay 
Culkin, George Wendt of Cheers fame, and an 
international cast, and Scream (1995) with sister Janet 
and its killer dance jam, are only a few. But, wrote 
Acocella in her posthumous assessment, “pop critics 
often say that with the Thriller album, though it came 
early —he was only twenty-four—Jackson went as far 
as he ever got musically. The same might be said of 
the music videos born of this album” (New Yorker, 27 
July 2009). Despite Jackson’s awe of Astaire, she adds:  
 

he never learned the two rules that 
Astaire, as soon as he gained power 
over the filming, insisted on: (1) don’t 
interrupt the dance with reaction 
shots or any other extraneous shots, 
and (2) favor a full-body shot over a 
closeup. To Astaire, the dance was 
primary—his main story—and he had 
it filmed accordingly. In Jackson’s 
videos, the dance is tertiary, even 
quaternary (after the song and the 
story and the filming). The camera 
repeatedly cuts away, and, when it 
comes back, it often limits itself to 
the upper body. Jackson didn’t value 
his dancing enough. (Ibid.) 

 
Angry Dreams 
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The narratives presented in MJ’s videos, in particular 
Beat It, Thriller, Bad, and the controversial Black or 
White, offered a new image of the youthful urban 
experience. Directed at young people, these 
narratives move away from easygoing, light stories, to 
darker, if sometimes utopian, imagery offering a 
glimpse into MJ’s concern about youthful, particularly 
black-on-black violence, and his desire to see the 
violence peacefully resolved. Like nothing else in his 
career these videos address MJ’s relationship to (and 
opinion about) racial tensions in general, and 
obliquely his own experience. 
 
At the core of Bad, for example, is a significant 
experience of (a select group of) young African 
Americans: in this case the rift caused by leaving a 
home neighborhood for a (better) educational 
environment. It is not a stretch to imagine that MJ, 
although for different reasons, shared this sense of 
displacement both during the Jacksons’ rare returns to 
Gary, and also in his sense of who he was in the world 
off the stage. With Bad MJ begins to question the 
possibility of peaceful resolution.  
 
But Black or White’s multi-cultural morphing section, 
the so-called “Panther Dance,” reflects a new 
awareness, one that, Elizabeth Chin writes in her 
fascinating article on this dance, “reject[s] the 
demands of white audiences for ‘Black entertainment’ 
and instead offer[s] a statement about Black identity.” 
Jackson's panther dance is a “dream” that he 
“presents...of breaking free of boundaries that have 
limited his artistry...[of] taking off of the [minstrel's] 
mask, a revelation of the abiding rage and anger that 
whites both fear and supress: a truth that cannot be 
morphed into something palatable either in dreams or 
in reality” (Chin, 70, 72). Eight years after Black or 
White’s release MJ told MTV News “I want[ed] to do a 
dance number where I can let out my frustration 
about injustice and prejudice and racism and bigotry, 
and within the dance I became upset and let go. I 
think at the time people were concerned with the 
violent content of the piece, but it’s, like, easy to look 
at. It’s simple.”lxxii  
 
Many mainstream critics did not see the video as MJ 
did; Chin feels they did not understand the questions.  
 

“Whose dreams are being 
explored,” she asks. “Those of 
the audience for whom the 

character was created or 
those of the performer who 
must bring the character into 
being? What of Black 
entertainers who seek to 
explore their own 
dreams?...dreams that lie 
outside the territory laid out 
by the expectations of white 
audiences while remaining 
inextricably bound up with 
these expectations”(61).  
 

For Chin, the “Panther Dance” is a manifesto. “The 
dream Jackson presents is one of breaking free of the 
boundaries that have limited his artistry, and under 
the circumstances, this action cannot be taken without 
enacting some violence” (70).  
 

Performing while black, the struggle to prove oneself 
an artist first “whose creative endeavors transcend 
‘mere’ entertainment” traps Black artists through 
“expectations that...[they] provide pleasure for 
audiences at the expense both of their racial and 
artistic integrity”. (Chin, 61). The effort, Chin writes, 
destroyed the humanity of many an African American 
artists, including MJ, Lena Horne, the star of Stormy 
Weather and, I would add, that film’s choreographer 
Katherine Dunham and its co-star, tapper Bill 
Robinson, among others.lxxiii Janet Wong, Associate 
Artistic Director of the Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Dance 
Company, relates to MJ’s work, finding it 
fundamentally similar to that of the company. “As a 
contemporary dance company, we're always being 
influenced by popular culture, but also by our own 
autobiographies. Race is read into it, gender, politics. 
Intentionally or unintentionally, Michael Jackson did 
the same thing in his work. He is quite naked--like we 
all are sometimes on stage” (Smith, NY Daily News, 29 
June 2009). 

 
This Is It 
Michael Jackson died June 25, 2009, at the age of 50, 
eighteen days before beginning his first concert series 
since 1997. Daniel Celebre, a principal dancer in This Is 
It, said the company finished a full show run-through 
at 1:30 AM the night Jackson died. It was the first time 
“Thriller” had been performed in costume; the 
wardrobe crew cried because they thought it looked 
so amazing, Celebre told The Toronto Star. “Michael 
was smiling, he was laughing with us…He always 
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danced full out. His energy was amazing…The feeling 
was unbelievable. Michael was at the top of his game. 
People who had known him for years said he'd never 
danced better…His form was so perfect…[he had told 
us] he was taking [us] on an awesome adventure,” 
Celebre said, “and he did.”lxxiv  
 
Cardiac arrest brought on by “acute propofol 
intoxication” exacerbated by other anti-anxiety and 
related medications is said to have been the cause. MJ 
left two former wives, a few friends, and three 
children to whom, by many accounts, he seems to 
have been a loving father. He remained close to his 
mother and some of his siblings, and seems to have 
made a type of peace with his father.lxxv 
 
Following MJ’s death, Lewis Segal wrote, “There is 
plenty of evidence that [MJ] was a seriously disturbed 
and lonely man, forever remaking not merely his 
public image but his physical being” (LA Times, 26 June 
2009). (MJ said the physical changes were caused by 
the skin condition vitiligo, a condition that causes 
pigmentation changes and can cause afflicted 
individuals to “feel bad about themselves.”)lxxvi 
Whatever the cause, it led to a face so changed it was 
unrecognizable as that of the little boy who left 2300 
Jackson Street and set the world on fire. 
 
Those who were closest to him said he was a boy-man 
who never quite grew up. At his funeral actress 
Brooke Shields, another child star, said MJ’s dearest 
desire was to go to the movies unrecognized, to “hang 
out with a friend” as others did.lxxvii In interviews he 
talks about being shy, except on stage. Costuming as 
every day dress protected him allowing him to hide 
both literally and behind his persona. In 1999 MJ told 
TV Guide reporter, Lisa Bernhard, that he always went 
out disguised because he liked to study people, to see 
them in their everyday life that he had barely 
experienced. He describes standing in a record store, 
unrecognized, overhearing two girls discussing him—“I 
was literally next to them. It was wonderful. I loved it. 
But if I go out as myself, I can't have fun” (Bernhard, 
1999). He continues: when he tries to attend parties 
with friends, to be normally social, then— 
 

the party's over—for me. It's a party 
for them, but they're all putting their 
cards in my face, saying, ‘Remember 
me? I met you four years ago at....’ 
And I say, ‘I don't remember.’ So I 

can't enjoy the experience. They play 
all my songs. I didn't come to hear my 
music. And everybody starts 
chanting; ‘Dance!’ Well, I want to see 
you dance for a change. (Ibid.)   

 
All stars, particularly those at MJ’s level of the 
stratosphere, face such issues. But MJ’s life 
experience—shaped by issues arising from abuse, a 
childhood of hard work in an adult industry, extreme 
fame at an age when being innocuous aids 
“becoming,” are only part of what we may imagine led 
to a life lived outside the norm. Jackson never said he 
wished he had not been successful, and always said he 
loved singing, dancing, and the stage, but his pining 
for a “normal” life is palpable even as his public 
behavior became increasingly bizarre. 
 
Suzanne de Passe, the Motown Creative 
Director who was influential in the decision to 
hire the Jacksons, was well aware of the 
dichotomies in MJ’s life. “He was a little boy 
and then he’d go on stage, and he was a 
dynamic super star,” she says in a voice over 
for Oprah’s 1993 interview with MJ. “He lost 
the ability to be a kid before his 12th birthday. 
Michael Jackson was never able to go 
anywhere without a bodyguard, a limousine, 
you know, people to protect him from his 
success. I just think that he has paid a 
tremendous price.”lxxviii  
 
Winfrey asks MJ about de Passe’s comment.  

 
MJ: You don’t get to do the things kids 
do, having friends, going to slumber 
parties, having buddies, just hanging 
out, there was none of that for me. I 
didn’t have any friends; my brothers 
were my friends.  
Winfrey: Was there ever a time you 
could escape into a child’s world, a 
child’s imagination? 
MJ: No. And that is why I think now I 
compensate for that. People wonder 
why I always have children around. I 
think it’s because I find the thing I 
never had through them. Disneyland, 
amusement parks, I adore all that stuff 
because when I was little it was always 
work, work work. (Ibid.) 
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His short time in Gary, though he says he had no 
friends there, remained a touchstone of the everyday, 
of the “normal life” that he missed. In a 1972 
interview, following the release of 1971’s “Goin’ Back 
to Indiana,” NBC’s Robert Abernethy asks: “What does 
it feel like when you go back…to Jackson Street…and 
see the kids on that street who haven’t had all the 
good fortune you have had?”  
 

Eldest brother Jackie: “Like it’s a big 
mob of kids, and I’m so thrilled to get 
back to it because a lot of my friends 
I left back there, and I went to school 
with, played baseball together, 
basketball—it’s good to see them 
once in a while.”lxxix  

 

MJ nods but says nothing. 
 
According to MJ the closest thing to normal 
childhood activities in his young life were 
chores and a $7 per week allowance.lxxx After 
his early elementary years in the Gary public 
schools, and a brief tenure at Gardner Street 
Elementary in Hollywood, MJ was tutored for 
the rest of his life. Three hours of schoolwork 
was followed by hours in the recording 
studio.lxxxi He cried, he told Oprah Winfrey 
during her 1993 interview, when he saw 
children playing in a park across the street.lxxxii 
Like Daryl in Bad, for better and worse, his 
fortune separated him from the life of his 
extended family and community.  
 
By the time MJ performed 1993’s Super Bowl 
Halftime, says Macaulay, while “he does everything 
the audience wants with skill, energy, [there is] almost 
no spontaneity. Even the anger seems synthetic now” 
(NY Times, 26 June 2009). Yet people “were happy to 
see him, again and again, do the thing he did,” 
Acocella concludes. “Long after the critics soured on 
his music and his videos, [the public] still liked his 
dancing” (New Yorker, 27 July 2009).   
 
This Is It, MJ said, was to be his last 
performance. Choreographed and directed by 
Kenny Ortega, it was bound for 50 sold-out 
shows in London's O2 Arena. Instead, the 
rehearsal video, which Ortega says had not 
been intended for public consumption but 

rather as a private document, was edited into 
a movie of the same name. Clearly not a 
concert film—MJ, as he repeatedly says, is 
conserving both his voice and his physical 
energy—and far from a true documentary, 
the footage is “decontextualize[d] by the 
editors,” creating, says scholar Jason King, a 
“normalizing and revisionist rendering of 
Jackson” focused on Jackson's artistry and 
“inestimable performance skills.” The film 
suggests it is an “unguarded offering, an 
authentic revelation” thereby redirecting 
attention from the controversies and history 
surrounding his life (King, 187-188).  
 
It is Jackson's working process that is most notable in 
This is It. He is “searching for his concert, the way a 
sculptor chisels away at marble to discover a statue,” 
writes King (197). Quiet, almost timid-seeming, MJ 
nonetheless completely controls the set. Who is in 
charge, who controls how his work is to be seen and 
heard, is never in doubt. Spike Lee, who directed MJ’s 
They Don't Care About Us, told NPR’s “Weekend 
Edition” host, Scott Simon, “Michael…wasn't a person 
to sit back and let somebody else determine…He liked 
input, but he would have the final say and he had a 
great instinct…He knew what worked for him.”lxxxiii In 
the film MJ never yells or demands, he often sits 
quietly watching, or he gives crystal clear instruction 
illustrating precisely the sound he wants. Musicians 
say it is the single best indicator of his musical process 
they’ve seen.  
 
Above all, “This Is It affirms the recalcitrant power of 
spirt—of energetic good feeling between artists bent 
on getting together and sharing together even in the 
context of late capitalist techno-megaspectacle.” The 
film’s “most unforgettable scenes find Jackson 
shimmying and boogie-ing in exuberant joy, sharing 
and flaunting his formidable singing and dancing with 
his co-worker cast and crew” (King, 188). About the 
film, Acocella observes that when “he would get up 
off his chair…it was like old times…He struts, he 
boogies; he snaps and pops” (New Yorker, 27 July 
2009). His dancing is crisp and clean, if little different 
than it was years ago. He does what he does, what he 
figured out long before. It’s what his fans want to see 
and perhaps it is the extent to which he is capable as a 
dancer. But “once he starts dancing with hoofers 
young enough to be his children, Jackson...radiates 
pure energy”(King, 199).lxxxiv 
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“No other artist in recorded music had the clout and 
the cash—or the cojones, frankly—to deliver a 
smorgasbord of naked sentimentality, stripped-down 
soul, James Brown-influenced funk, Broadway musical 
theater, inspirational gospel, easy-listening schmaltz, 
B-movie horror…West Coasty pop-locking…and 
whatever else he deemed fit to throw in the pot, 
all…wrapped up…[as a] sic-fi techno-megaspectacle,” 
writes Jason King (192). Jackson’s “finest dance 
performances,” says Lewis Segal, “gave the illusion of 
being a momentary impulse, almost accidental in their 
perfect balances and other evidence of faultless 
technical control. If his high-pitched vocal sound 
simulated perpetual adolescence, the way he moved 
kept him super-stylized and ageless…a streetwise 
idealist at home in many cultures and a smooth 
criminal too” (LA Times, 26 June 2009). 
 
Six years after his death, in a sea of new artists, 
Michael Jackson is the single most referenced and 
researched performer by my New York City Public 
School and Community College students. Generations 
of fans have responded passionately to MJ’s re-
envisioning of the pop star performance, of what 
comprised a pop event; they connect to his deeply 
rehearsed movements and reproducable 
choreography, to the playfulness and passion of the 
stories, to his magnetism, to the familiarity of his 
unmistakable profile, to his ever more elaborate 
costumes. Myriad online “how-to” videos of his 
dances, as well as the hundreds of online documents 
showing everyone from toddlers to seniors imitating 
his dances—particularly the moonwalk—are evidence 
of his lasting impression. Nigel Lythgoe, former 
executive producer and judge on “So You Think You 
Can Dance,” commented on the countless dance 
hopefuls who audition for the show saying Jackson 
influenced them to start dancing (Quoted in Smith, NY 
Daily News, 29 June 2009). Following Jackson’s death, 
the Columbian Missourian asked dance students from 
Stephens College about MJ. “Whenever a Michael 
Jackson song came on,” [Jessica] Ray, who was 
introduced to MJ’s music and dance by her mother 
and was “wowed” by Beat It, told the paper, “you 
either did the kick or the crotch grab or the spin or the 
moonwalk or you’d land on your toes” (Pointer, 2009). 
New York Times dance critic Brian Seibert writes 
“Jackson inspired a passion for dance in millions,” 
including a nine-year-old Seibert. After seeing MJ in 
Motown 25 and acquiring the proper wardrobe, 

Seibert, like many others, was “moved…to learn the 
choreography to all of his videos…I still remember 
those moves, and everyone in my generation 
recognizes them immediately” (Scherr, 2009). He is 
the dancer they know. It is through his movement that 
they understand dancing; it is because of him that 
they can imagine themselves dancing. “It was his 
supreme achievement as a dancer to remain 
indomitably himself…Most of us never saw him in live 
performance…but we think we knew him….from the 
unforgettable soul-deep individuality of his 
dancing…And that's a legacy worth celebrating” 
(Segal, 2009). 
 
MJ and the World 
MJ’s influence on pop singers today is nearly 
universal, but LA Times blogger August Brown makes a 
key distinction. “Of all the things that Michael Jackson 
left the pop music world…one of the most important 
contributions might have been the imperative to 
dance. All male pop stars after him have to reckon 
with it…if you're a man singing pop music today, 
there's a long, moonwalk-shaped shadow you have to 
live up to” (Brown, 2009). Justin Timberlake, Usher, 
Chris Brown, whom many consider Jackson’s closest 
heir, Ne-Yo who is equally worthy, and Justin Bieber, 
all “ascended the pop charts because of their excellent 
songs. But they became superstars because they 
dropped your jaw when you watched them…the rules 
[MJ] set for male singers still apply: Your voice can 
have all the range and grace in the world, but if you're 
holding up the wall, you’ll still be mortal.” (Ibid.)lxxxv 

Although they are rarely counted, Jackson has also 
influenced many female stars. Those in whose 
performance Jackson’s influence is particularly clear 
include Beyoncé—see “Love On Top”; Brittany 
Spears—see her dancing with MJ during his Madison 
Square Garden 30th Anniversary; Janelle Monae—
“Tight Rope”; Ciara—see “Like A Boy”; and perhaps 
especially his sister Janet—see “Rhythm Nation.”  
 
International performers are also numbered among 
MJ’s followers. Bollywood stars, whose interpretations 
of MJ dances are numerous, include Indian 
dancer/choreographer/director/actor Prabhu Deva, 
actor/dancer Hrithik Roshan, and British Pakistani 
dancer performer Suleman Mirza. In Asia, where he 
has long been popular, Korean singer/dancer Yunho, 
and Aaron Kwok, a Hong Kong singer/dancer, are cited 
as particularly influenced by him.  
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While there is no overt connection between hip-hop 
and MJ, the styles share qualities such as precision, 
timing, and innovation. Representatives of a variety of 
hip hop styles—flex, animation, dub, jook, new style—
have paid tribute to the King of Pop.lxxxvi Journalist 
Katie Couric wrote “it’s not hard to draw a comparison 
between Lil Buck’s lighter-than-air footwork and 
Michael Jackson’s signature moonwalk.”lxxxvii Buck, 
who danced for nearly a year in Cirque du Soleil's 
“Michael Jackson: One,” a tribute show at Mandalay 
Bay in Las Vegas, acknowledges that influence. “He 
influenced me in a big way. Michael learned from his 
peers, his friends, but he took it into his own style 
within what he was learning. No one can really mimic 
what he does and that’s what I’m doing with jookin. 
So I can really relate to MJ. I used to always try his 
moves [and] watch his concerts on TV when I was a 
kid. I was always moonwalking.” (Ibid.) In 2012, 
showing only his feet in white, black and red Nikes 
dancing to “Billie Jean” (and acknowledging he did not 
own the rights to the song,) Lil Buck danced an MJ 
tribute.lxxxviii  
 
The influence of MJ’s dancing and music goes beyond 
the worlds of dance and popular music; it has inspired 
Olympic athletes, including figure skaters and 
synchronized swimmers.lxxxix A YouTube video of 
15,000 inmates at the Provincial Detention and 
Rehabilitation Center in Cebu, the Philippines, 
performing “Thriller” wearing orange and black 
uniforms, went viral. By summer 2014 it had 
2,398,150 hits; “the prison…has become a T-shirt-
selling tourist attraction” (Griffin, 2010).  
 
These types of adaptations pleased MJ, he always 
wanted his music to belong, in a certain way, to his 
fans. Choreographer Travis Payne reported that during 
preparation for This Is It Jackson often watched the 

NOTES 
 
i The dates in this essay are accurate to the best of my 
knowledge. Video citations in this article were available 
online at the time of writing.  
ii Jackson attended Garnett Elementary School in Gary. 
See allmichaeljackson.com 
iii These early videos were screened as part of Motown 
25: Yesterday, Today, Forever, 1983, produced by 
Suzanne de Passe for Motown Records, 
commemorating Motown's twenty-fifth year of 
existence. (Motown was founded in January 1959, 
meaning that a twenty-fifth anniversary special should 
have aired in 1984 not 1983.) The Jackson 5 Motown 

videos of the Cebu prisoners’ performance during 
rehearsal beaks. Following Jackson’s death Payne was 
invited to set the routine for “Bad” and for “They 
Don’t Care About Us” on the inmates. The inmates 
saw it as a tribute to a man some referred to as a 
patron saint.xc   

_____________ 
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composition program in poetry, dance and music. 
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the Thing.” She also teaches ballroom dance to 
children and adults. A choreographer and performer 
originally from Chicago, Stern was on staff and an 
artistic member of MoMing. Today Stern is primarily 
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since 2006. Videos of her site-specific work are part of 
the collection of the Chicago Public Library. Stern has 
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Studies. 

 

audition is from 1968. “Motown 25: Jackson 5 Reunion 
(1983)” (retrieved July 2015). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vx02Yw1eWds  
iv The Jackson 5 appeared on the Hollywood Palace 
with Diana Ross on October 14, 1969. “I Want You 
Back” (retrieved 1 July 2015). 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CT586E9OUfg 
v The Jackson 5 appeared on the Ed Sullivan show 
December 14, 1969. Sullivan perpetuates the myth that 
Ross, sitting in audience, “discovered” them in Gary, 
Indiana. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aASwsMOy-pA  
vi A Trulia listing for 2300 Jackson St in October 2015 
reads, “This is a Single-Family Home…2 beds, 1 bath, 

                                                      

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vx02Yw1eWds
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CT586E9OUfg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aASwsMOy-pA


 

Copyright © 2016 Dance Heritage Coalition   page 22 
 

                                                                                          
and approximately 672 square feet. The property has a 
lot size of 1 and was built in 1949…The average list 
price for ZIP code 46407 is $20,575.”  
vii There has been much interest in and speculation 
about Joe Jackson’s treatment of his children. That he 
physically “disciplined” them is clear. There have also 
been unproven accusations of sexual abuse. In a 1993 
interview Michael Jackson told Oprah Winfrey that his 
father had beaten them. In October 2010, following 
Jackson’s death, Winfrey interviewed Katherine and 
Joe Jackson in their Encino, California home. During 
that conversation Winfrey asked Joe Jackson if he 
thought Michael was afraid of him. Jackson replies “I 
don't think he was afraid of me. What he was afraid of, 
he may do something wrong and I'd chastise him but 
not beat him. I never beat him like the media tried to 
say.” Winfrey challenges this statement. She and 
Jackson go back and forth about the meaning of the 
terms “beat” and “whip.” Eventually Winfrey points to 
the known fact that she was “beaten as a kid.” 
Katherine Jackson, who has been sitting silently, says: 
“You might as well admit it, that’s the way black people 
raised their children…He used a strap. Yes, he did use 
a strap.” Winfrey: “Knowing what you know now, would 
you do it differently? Would you be a different kind-of 
father?” Joe Jackson: “I’m glad he was raised the way 
he was. He could have been like the other kids from 
Gary, dead or on drugs or something…I would have 
punished them by whipping them with a strap or 
something when they did something wrong. It would 
have kept them out of trouble, out of jail. My kids have 
never been in jail; nine kids and none of them ever 
been in jail…and that’s great.” In 2009, following 
Jackson’s death, the Jewish Journal reprinted an 
essay written by Michael Jackson for OLAM Magazine 
with permission from the editor, David Suissa, who had 
arranged for Jackson’s original contribution. I have not 
been able to locate the original date. In the essay 
Jackson discusses both his strained relationship with 
his father, his father’s emotional remoteness, but also 
talks about the ways in which his father showed his 
sons that he cared for them.  
Michael Jackson Interview with Oprah Winfrey, air date 
10 February 1993. “'I don't regret it': Joe Jackson 
confesses to beating Michael after wife Katherine 
demands he reveal truth about abuse,” The Daily Mail 
Reporter, 9 November 2010, 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-
1327935/Michael-Jacksons-father-Joe-admits-
beatings-abuse-Oprah.html; “The Michael Jackson 
Interview: Oprah Reflects,” Oprah.com 16 September 
2009 (retrieved 26 October 2015); 
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-
on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson; “Michael 
Jackson: Memories Of My Childhood,” Jewish Journal, 
26 June 2009, 
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/mic
hael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626 
viii “My father was a managerial genius, and my 
brothers and I owe our professional success, in no 

small measure, to the forceful way he pushed us. He 
trained me as a showman, and under his guidance I 
couldn’t miss a step.” Michael Jackson, “Michael 
Jackson: Memories Of My Childhood,” Jewish Journal 
(reprinted from OLAM Magazine, a journal of Jewish 
spirituality with permission of the editor, David Suissa) 
26 June 2009. 
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/mic
hael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626 
(retrieved 26 October 2015). 
ix There are many competing claims relating to this 
period of the Jackson 5’s history, and the family has 
been remarkably silent on the topic for, I suspect, a 
variety of reasons. To the best of my ability the history 
told here is one that is generally accepted.  
An in-depth look at this period of the Jacksons’ history 
was written for the Chicago Reader by Jake Austen 
who points out the complex nature of this period of the 
Jacksons’ history, the many competing claims of 
involvement in their success. “The Jackson Find,” 
Chicago Reader 10 September 2009 (retrieved 
October 2015). 
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/the-jackson-
find/Content?oid=1191672&showFullText=true 
x Evelyn Lahaie today lives in a small city just east of 
Gary in a home with a large collection of Jacksonabilia.   
Purportedly, according to several sources, Lahaie has 
remained in contact with Joe Jackson. Lahaie’s 
personal collection of memorabilia can be found at mjj 
archives.weebly.com or on the Evelyn Lahaie 
Facebook page. Also see: Melissa Deavers, “Valpo 
resident who named Jackson 5 recalls time with 
Michael,” nwitimes.com, 28 June 2009 (retrieved 9 
August 2015). Gabrielle Gonzalez, “Remembering the 
‘magic’”, heraldarguss.com, 15 June 2012 (retrieved 9 
August 2015). 
xi Chicago filmmaker Kenneth Joseph/Pretty Boy Films 
has produced a documentary attempting to throw light 
on the Jacksons’ time in Gary, including Joseph 
Jackson’s family abuse, through first person accounts 
by Katherine Jackson’s 3rd cousins and other (non-
immediate) relatives. He also has a history of the 
Jacksons’ first record on Gordon Keith’s Steeltown 
label. The veracity of any of the information in the film 
is impossible to ascertain outside existing reports from 
other sources. I cannot tell if the film was ever released 
outside the web.  Steel Town Records-the Untold Story 
Of The Jackson 5. Found in 1:45 min version at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T0jojTH3Hi8 
(retrieved October 2015). 
xii According to Chicago Reader reporter Jake Austen, 
this meeting may have taken place at the Burning 
Spear. Jake Austen, “The Jackson Find,” Chicago 
Reader 10 September 2009 (retrieved October 2015).  
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/the-jackson-
find/Content?oid=1191672&showFullText=true 
xiii Allen-Taylor, Douglas. “Taylor Made,” Metro, 20-26 
August 1998 (retrieved 29 October 2015). 
http://www.metroactive.com/papers/metro/08.20.98/tayl
or-9833.html  

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-1327935/Michael-Jacksons-father-Joe-admits-beatings-abuse-Oprah.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-1327935/Michael-Jacksons-father-Joe-admits-beatings-abuse-Oprah.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-1327935/Michael-Jacksons-father-Joe-admits-beatings-abuse-Oprah.html
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/michael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/michael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626
http://www.olam.org/
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/www.jewishjournal.com/david_suissa
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/michael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/michael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/the-jackson-find/Content?oid=1191672&showFullText=true
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/the-jackson-find/Content?oid=1191672&showFullText=true
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T0jojTH3Hi8
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/the-jackson-find/Content?oid=1191672&showFullText=true
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/the-jackson-find/Content?oid=1191672&showFullText=true
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xiv The depth of James Brown’s influence on Michael in 
particular, both as a dancer and a singer, is clearly 
seen in this black-and-white, 1970 American 
Bandstand performance of James Brown’s “There Was 
A Time” (retrieved July 2015). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q6h57sycUFk 
xv This often told discovery story is even repeated by 
The 5 in early interviews. Current research indicates 
that there is no evidence for this fact. This does not 
mean the Jacksons did not play for a Hatcher benefit. 
There were many benefits large and small, as well as 
rallies for Hatcher. The most likely event at which the 
Jacksons would have played was a large event held at 
Memorial Auditorium that featured many local 
performers. A friend is certain they played a dance at 
our middle school/high school around 1966. 
xvi These early covers included music by Sly and the 
Family Stone, the Temptations, Marvin Gaye, Smokey 
Robinson, the doo-wop group The Teenagers, soul 
singers Wilson Pickett and Jackie Wilson, and fellow 
Motown performer Stevie Wonder. 
xvii One online clip which appears to be part of the 
footage from a 1970 ABC news crew who trailed and 
interviewed the Jackson 5 in Florida includes an 
unidentified woman giving them instructions on their 
performance during a rehearsal. This could be 
Suzanne de Passe. At 6:00 min. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f8X0Ym9QwBI  
xviii Atkins, who also taught tap to children, remembers 
a young (7 he guesses) Michael Peters in his class. An 
adult Peters would choreograph “Thriller” and “Beat It,” 
as well as choreograph for Donna Summers, Pat 
Benatar and others. Cholly Atkins with Jacqui Malone, 
Class Act: The Jazz Life of Choreographer Cholly 
Atkins. NY: Columbia University Press, 2001, p. 104. 
xix Dick Clark’s American Bandstand, 21 February 
1970. “I Want You Back” (retrieved July 2015). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7hkaghHu6ec In 
addition the band debuted their song “ABC” (retrieved 
July 2015).  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wSSHwoXdVFg 
They also performed James Brown’s “There Was A 
Time,” a song which had been part of their repertoire 
since the early years of the band. The Jackson 5’s 
version of the song can also be found on the concert 
album, Live at the Forum. In 1983 Michael Jackson 
and Prince performed the song live on stage with 
Brown and his band in Los Angeles. 
xx Andy Williams Show, 31 January 31 1970. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7B6_1oaNEk 
xxi Dick Clark Show, 1969, “I Want You Back, (retrieved 
1 July 2015). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7hkaghHu6ec  Also 
see Diana Ross Show, 1969, “I Want you Back” 
(retrieved July 1, 2015). 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CT586E9OUfg 
xxii ABC news Jackson 5 Interview, 1970. The interview 
includes footage of the brothers working with their 
tutor, Rose Fine (retrieved July 2015). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_D2BF2fWflw 

xxiii Randy plays percussion, drums, keyboards, piano, 
bass, and guitar. He toured with the Jackson 5 
beginning in 1972. He became a full band member of 
the Jacksons following their move to Epic Records, 
replacing Jermaine. At 16 he and MJ co-wrote The 
Jacksons' most successful single on Epic, “Shake Your 
Body (Down to the Ground),” and again worked with 
MJ on his solo Off the Wall album. 
xxiv "The Jackson 5." The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. 
1997. Retrieved from rockhall.com on August 20, 2015. 
xxv The Jacksons’ variety show was canceled in 1977. 
xxvi  The actual records-sold count and the way in which 
Top 100 are chosen is a matter of a bit of sleight of 
hand. For an explanation of the issues around both of 
these see The New Yorker writer Bill Wyman. 
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/culture/2013/0
1/did-michael-jacksons-thriller-really-sell-a-hundred-
million-copies.html  
xxvii  Shales, Tom. “Motown at 25: Yester-me, Yester-
you” Washington Post, 16 May 1983, B1-B8. 
xxviii Hanley, Robert. “Michael Jackson’s Glove Stirs Up 
a Jersey School,” New York Times, 14 March 1984. 
xxix Anderson, Christopher. Michael Jackson: An 
Unauthorized Biography, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1994. 
p. 119 (cited in Kooijman p. 122).  
xxx Taraborrelli, J. Randy. Michael Jackson: The Magic 
and the Madness, Birch Lane Press, 1991.  291-2; 
quoted in Kooijman “Motown 25,” in Inglish 
Performance and Popular Music, p. 119. J. Randy 
Taraborrelli, a former editor and publisher of Soul 
magazine is an unauthorized MJ biographer.  
xxxi Examples of moonwalk-like steps abound with 
many claiming to have influenced MJ. It is probably a 
very old step in African diasporic traditions with no 
definitive origins. Some have identified the step in the 
work of French mime Marcel Marceau (1940s through 
the 1980s), particularly in his "Walking Against the 
Wind" routine and claim that was MJ’s original 
influence. Rocker David Bowie, who studied mime with 
Marceau’s teacher, Étienne Decroux, performed an 
embryonic version in his 1960s mime pieces. MJ 
attended Bowie's Los Angeles shows of the1974 
Diamond Dogs Tour and remarked on Bowie's strange 
moves. Also see “Michael Jackson’s First Moonwalk: 
Thirty Years Later.” 
http://soultrain.com/2013/05/24/michael-jacksons-first-
moonwalk-thirty-years-later/  
xxxii Tapper Bill Bailey claims the first moving image of a 
“back-slide,” an earlier name for what today is called a 
moonwalk, was recorded in 1955.Atkins and Malone, 
p. 198. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y71njpDH3co  
xxxiii Contrary to all evidence, MJ writes, “These three 
kids taught it to me. They gave me the basics—and I 
had been doing it a lot in private.” Jackson, Moon 
Walk, p. 210. 
xxxiv Daniels, Jeffery. Interview by Melissa Block, 
National Public Radio, All Things Considered, 12 
December 2012. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q6h57sycUFk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f8X0Ym9QwBI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7hkaghHu6ec
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wSSHwoXdVFg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7hkaghHu6ec
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CT586E9OUfg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_D2BF2fWflw
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shake_Your_Body_(Down_to_the_Ground)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shake_Your_Body_(Down_to_the_Ground)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Off_the_Wall_(album)
http://www.rockhall.com/hof/inductee.asp?id=125
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/culture/2013/01/did-michael-jacksons-thriller-really-sell-a-hundred-million-copies.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/culture/2013/01/did-michael-jacksons-thriller-really-sell-a-hundred-million-copies.html
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/culture/2013/01/did-michael-jacksons-thriller-really-sell-a-hundred-million-copies.html
http://soultrain.com/2013/05/24/michael-jacksons-first-moonwalk-thirty-years-later/
http://soultrain.com/2013/05/24/michael-jacksons-first-moonwalk-thirty-years-later/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y71njpDH3co
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xxxv Daniels’ performance on Top of the Pops, includes 
many movements reminiscent of those MJ later 
performs. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=END_WYdf8pw 
(retrieved August 2015). 
xxxvi Several Soul Train dancers claim the moonwalk as 
their invention. In addition to the Electric Boogaloos, 
sometimes Jeffery Daniels, and the Lockers, Michael 
“Boogaloo Shrimp” Chambers, who was named for the 
group, but was not a member of the group, claims to 
have re-trained Jackson’s moonwalk between Motown 
25 and Jackson’s Victory Tour.  
http://soultrain.com/2013/10/22/qa-michael-boogaloo-
shrimp-chambers-a-dancing-machine/  
xxxvii I draw this idea from Kooijman, p. 119.  
xxxviii Rubey, Dan. “Voguing at the Carnival: Desire and 
Pleasure on MTV”, South Atlantic Quarterly, 90:4, 
1991, p. 638-9; reprinted 1992 in Present Tense: Rock 
and Roll Culture, ed. Anthony De Curtis, Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 235-70. 
xxxix In 1981, following the platinum-selling Destiny and 
Triumph, and MJ’s multi-platinum The Wall, the 
Jacksons left on The Triumph Tour—July 8 to 
September 26. In 1984, The Victory Tour was the first 
and only time all six Jacksons toured together following 
the group’s demise. Jackie was injured during much of 
the tour. Although the tour was named for the 
Jacksons’ newly released album Victory, the set list 
was made up primarily of songs from MJ’s Thriller and 
Off The Wall and no songs from the Victory album 
were performed. Marlon has said it was because MJ 
would not rehearse or perform the songs. MJ “only 
reluctantly joined his brothers, who needed income 
while he did not, and tensions between him and them 
increased to the point that he announced at the last 
show that it was the last time they would perform 
together.” (See Wiki—Victory Tour: The Jacksons 
tour.) From June 2012-July 2013, three years after 
MJ’s death, Jackie, Tito, Jermaine and Marlon toured 
as The Jacksons playing a mix of songs including old 
Jackson 5 hits, and some from both Jermaine’s and 
MJ’s solo albums. In a review of the show at the Apollo 
Theater New York Times music critic Jon Pareles 
wrote “it was a show that treaded carefully between 
respect and exploitation…choreography was still 
paramount…With or without their brother, they were 
geared to entertain, and an audience fond of all things 
Jackson was happy to share the familial groove.” (“At 
the Apollo, the Jacksons Pay Homage to Their Roots 
and Their Brother: The Jacksons Bring Unity Tour to 
Apollo Theater,” New York Times, 29 June 2012.)  
xl It is not well known that Michael Jackson studied tap 

first with Paul Kennedy, then with master tapper 
Dormeshia Sumbry-Edwards. 
http://www.melbasdance.com/MelbasTapColumns/tabi
d/64/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/232/Michael-
Jacksons-Love-of-Tap.aspx 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Uc0plr-tiU 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VvRXigaRCsE 

xli I was not able to ascertain the origin of this film clip. 
It has been posted online many times. Here is one link. 
https://search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?p=origin+James
+Brown+Dancing+Lessons&ei=UTF-
8&hspart=mozilla&hsimp=yhs-001  (Retrieved 31 
October 2015.)  
xlii WENN, “Jackson Attends Brown’s Public Funeral,” 
Contactmusic, 2 January 2007 (retrieved July 2015). 
http://www.contactmusic.com/news/jackson-attends-
browns-public-funeral_1017673  
xliii This transcript comes from the blog site 
mjadvocate. The blog owner has 
transcribed the complete 1:30 
documentary, Living With Michael 
Jackson. 
http://mjadvocate.blogspot.com/2010/11/li
ving-with-michael-jackson-part-1-of-
9.html. (Retrevied 2015 July.) 
Portions of Bashir’s documentary were 
extremely controversial. Filmed over the 
course of 8 months from May 2002 to 
January of 2003, a segment aired in 
February first on British television (ITV 
Tonight) and then on ABC, introduced by 
Barbara Walters. Out-takes from Bashir’s 
final interview, focusing on both Jackson’s 
plastic surgery and his relationship with 
children, caused a stir. The backlash 
against Bashir, including accusations of 
exploiting his access and biased editing, 
was immediate both from Jackson and 
others who said it was “yellow journalism.” 
The New York Times called Bashir's 
journalism style “callous self-interest 
masked as sympathy.” (Alessandra 
Stanley, “Television Review: A Neverland 
World of Michael Jackson,” New York 
Times, 6 February 2003. Retrieved 2015 
July.) Jackson and his personal 
cameraman released a second interview, 
Take Two: The Footage You Were Never 
Meant to See, aka “the rebuttal interview.” 
Presented by Maury Povich, it contains 
footage that Bashir omitted, as well as 
additional interviews with friends, family, 
and former wife Debbie Rowe. Following 
Jackson’s 2009 death Bashir apologized 
on Nightline saying that Jackson "was 
never convicted of any crime, and I never 
saw any wrongdoing myself."(Martin 
Bashir, “Jacko was the greatest,” The Sun 
London, 27 June 2009. Retrieved 2015 
July.) 
xliv Kooijman, pp. 125-6. For his discussion on music 
videos losing their promotional role for pop songs, 
Kooijman draws on the work of Dave Laing, “Music 
Video: Industrial Product-Cultural Form,” Screen, V. 26 
#2, 1985, pp. 78-83, and Kobena Mercer, Welcome to 
the Jungle: New Positions in Black Cultural Studies, 
New York: Routledge, 1994.  
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http://soultrain.com/2013/10/22/qa-michael-boogaloo-shrimp-chambers-a-dancing-machine/
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https://search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?p=origin+James+Brown+Dancing+Lessons&ei=UTF-8&hspart=mozilla&hsimp=yhs-001
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_New_York_Times
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xlv Goodwin, p. 25. Goodwin addresses the economics 
of MTV in "From Anarchy to Chromakey: 
Developments in Music Television," pp 24-48.  
xlvi  MJ is said to have loved Gene Kelly’s dancing, all 
things Fred Astaire from the crispness of his movement 
to his use of props—brooms, hatracks, and drumsets—
and to have had a special love for the movie West Side 
Story with Jerome Robbins’ choreography. 
xlvii Goodwin, p. 42. Also see, Nancy Griffin, “The 
‘Thriller’ Diaries,” Vanity Fair, 30 June 2010 for a 
discussion of how Making Michael Jackson’s Thriller, 
bundled with the Thriller video, raised money for the 
MTV project. (Retrieved July 2014) 
http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2010/07/michael-
jackson-thriller-201007 
xlviii Goowin, p. 50. A full discussion of synaesthesia in 
music video can be found on pp. 60-71.  
xlix Throughout this section Goodwin provides 

extensive examples of the music video techniques that 
are used to visually represent sound.   
l  Goodwin, p. 69. He cites Dick Hebdige, 1979, 
Subculture: The Meaning of Style on the links between 
the pace of punk music and pogo dancing, and Angela 
McRobbie, 1984, on “Dance and Social Fantasy” in 
Gender and Generation. 
li Scherr, Apollinaire. “Moon Walker (with added 
insights from Paul Parish and Brian Seibert, critic and 
tap historian): Foot In Mouth” June 2009 Archives 
(retrieved September 2-14). 
http://www.artsjournal.com/foot/author/foot-in-mouth-
1/2009/06/ 
lii Tannenbaum, Rob, and Craig Marks, I Want My 
MTV, NY: Penguin Group, 2011, p. 143 citing Paul 
Grein, 1983, “Jackson and Q in View; The British Are 
Coming,” Billboard, 5 March. Tannenbaum and Marks’ 
chapter “I’m Not Like Other Boys: Michael Jackson 
Saves A Struggling Network From Itself,” includes 
quotes from executives at both CBS and MTV on the 
discussions around Jackson’s videos. 
liii Goodwin, p 133; Shuker, 2001, p. 119 cited in 
Koojman, p. 126.  
liv  Willman, Chris. “Cover Story: Traveling Along the 
MTV Time Line” LA Times, 28 July 1991 (retrieved 20 
October 2015). http://articles.latimes.com/1991-07-
28/entertainment/ca-435_1_MTV-videos. Despite an 
oft-cited claim, neither "Billie Jean" nor "Beat It" was 
the first music video by an African -American artist to 
be played on MTV. According to I Want My MTV, the 
British group Musical Youth’s “Pass the Dutchie” “was 
the first black music video on MTV…Because they 
were little and spoke in funny British accents, Musical 
Youth were deemed nonthreatening and therefore non-
black.”  Tannenbaum and Marks,  p. 13. Also see: R. 
Serge  Denisoff,  Inside MTV. Transaction Publishers, 
1988, p. 106.  
lv My thinking on this point comes from a personal 
conversation with author Natasha Ochshorn, 2013. 
Also see Andy Gill, “'Thriller' was the masterpiece that 
set tone for pop's next generation,” The Independent, 
26 June 2009. http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-

entertainment/music/news/thriller-was-the-
masterpiece-that-set-tone-for-pops-next-generation-
1721535.html (retrieved 1 April 2015), in particular his 
discussion of Jackson’s role in making dance and 
video as, if not more, important than music in the 
1980s and his role in establishing MTV. 
lvi Goodwin, p. 133; Shuker, p. 119 cited in Koojaman, 
p. 126. 
lvii  I have not been able to find the original source of 
this Pharrell Williams quote although it is frequently 
referenced. The most reliable source may be: Michael 
Jackson, Thriller 25: The Book, ML Publishing LLC, 
2008, p. 26; and the Billie Jean Facebook page: 
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.10150107
739734046.320372.326322074045&type=1 
lviii Hawksley, Rupert. “'The camera literally steamed 
up' – how I made the video for Michael Jackson's Billie 
Jean,” The Telegraph, 11 December 2014 (retrieved 
20 October 2015). 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/michael-
jackson/11271754/The-camera-literally-steamed-up-
how-I-made-the-video-for-Michael-Jacksons-Billie-
Jean.html  
lix Werner, Craig. A Change Is Gonna Come: Music, 
Race, and the Soul of America. 
New York: Plume, 1999, p. 273; in Tamara Roberts. 
“Michael Jackson’s Kingdom: Music, Race, and the 
Sound of the Mainstream,” Journal of Popular Music 
Studies, Volume 23, Issue 1 (1999), p. 27. 
lx Van Halen’s “guitar solo…is a classic example of 

heavy metal ‘shredding,’ employing distortion, high 
squealed notes, intensive scale runs and tremolos, and 
strategically placed glissandi. In all, the incursion of the 
electric guitar gave a harder edge to Jackson’s funky 
pop sound. (Tamara Roberts, 2011, “Michael 
Jackson’s Kingdom: Music, Race, and the Sound of 
the Mainstream,” Journal of Popular Music Studies, 
Volume 23, Issue 1, p. 26-27.) 
lx Werner, Craig. A Change Is Gonna Come: Music, 
Race, and the Soul of America. 
New York: Plume, 1999, p. 273; in Tamara Roberts. 
“Michael Jackson’s Kingdom: Music, Race, and the 
Sound of the Mainstream,” Journal of Popular Music 
Studies, Volume 23, Issue 1 (1999), p. 27. 
lxi Tannenbaum and Marks, p. 146-148. While the 
consensus seems to be that the wait to play Billie Jean 
was due to hesitation on the part of MTV executives, 
Tannenbaum and Marks indicate that the facts are not 
irrefutable with both MTV and CBS blaming each other. 
lxii Ritchie, Kevin.“Q&A: Bob Giraldi on directing ‘Beat 
It,’ Boards Magazine, July 7 2009  (retrieved 21 
September 2010). 
http://www.truemichaeljackson.com/true-stories/bob-
giraldi-on-directing-beat-it/. This link no longer seems 
active. 
www.boardsmag.com/articles/online/20090707/giraldib
eatit.html.  
In his book about his brother, Jermaine Jackson claims 
“Beat It” was based on their experiences with gangs in 
Gary, Indiana. Jackson, Jermaine. You Are Not Alone: 

http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2010/07/michael-jackson-thriller-201007
http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2010/07/michael-jackson-thriller-201007
http://www.artsjournal.com/foot/author/foot-in-mouth-1/2009/06/
http://www.artsjournal.com/foot/author/foot-in-mouth-1/2009/06/
http://articles.latimes.com/1991-07-28/entertainment/ca-435_1_mtv-videos
http://articles.latimes.com/1991-07-28/entertainment/ca-435_1_mtv-videos
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/news/thriller-was-the-masterpiece-that-set-tone-for-pops-next-generation-1721535.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/news/thriller-was-the-masterpiece-that-set-tone-for-pops-next-generation-1721535.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/news/thriller-was-the-masterpiece-that-set-tone-for-pops-next-generation-1721535.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/news/thriller-was-the-masterpiece-that-set-tone-for-pops-next-generation-1721535.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/michael-jackson/11271754/The-camera-literally-steamed-up-how-I-made-the-video-for-Michael-Jacksons-Billie-Jean.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/michael-jackson/11271754/The-camera-literally-steamed-up-how-I-made-the-video-for-Michael-Jacksons-Billie-Jean.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/michael-jackson/11271754/The-camera-literally-steamed-up-how-I-made-the-video-for-Michael-Jacksons-Billie-Jean.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/michael-jackson/11271754/The-camera-literally-steamed-up-how-I-made-the-video-for-Michael-Jacksons-Billie-Jean.html
http://www.truemichaeljackson.com/true-stories/bob-giraldi-on-directing-beat-it/
http://www.truemichaeljackson.com/true-stories/bob-giraldi-on-directing-beat-it/
http://www.boardsmag.com/articles/online/20090707/giraldibeatit.html
http://www.boardsmag.com/articles/online/20090707/giraldibeatit.html
https://books.google.com/?id=tk0zQIaFrccC&pg=PA85
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Michael: Through a Brother's Eyes, NY: Touchstone 
(Simon & Schuster), 2011, p. 85. 
lxiii Michael Peters is most recognized for his work on 
Beat It and Thriller. He also choreographed Diana 
Ross' landmark July 1983 Central Park concert, "For 
One & For All" dancing with Ross during her “Maniac” 
& “Pieces of Ice” numbers, and appeared in and 
choreographed Lionel Richie's video, “Running With 
The Night.” He shared the 1982 Tony for choreography 
with Michael Bennett for “Dreamgirls.” In 1985 he 
directed and choreographed the Ellie Greenwich 
jukebox musical Leader of the Pack and is widely 
credited for Angela Bassett’s transformation into Tina 
Turner for the 1993 biopic What's Love Got to Do with 
It. As a modern dancer, in addition to Ailey, Peters 
danced with Talley Beatty, Bernice Johnson, and Fred 
Benjamin. Peters died in 1994 at the age 46. 
lxiv Vincent Paterson was also the assistant 
choreographer and a zombie dancer in Thriller. He 
directed and choreographed “The Way You Make Me 
Feel,” “Dirty Diana,” “Blood on the Dance Floor,” and 
“Speed Demon,” as well as the Bad tour and the MTV 
10th Anniversary Jackson segment. He has also 
choreographed for Madonna including her “Blond 
Ambition” tour, her “Marie Antoinette/Vogue” 
performance for the MTV Awards, and an appearance 
on the Academy Awards. He has choreographed a 
Super Bowl Halftime show, the Grammys, and worked 
extensively on commercials and in film including the 
choreography for Madonna in the film Evita.  
lxv This description is based on YouTube video 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRdxUFDoQe0 
viewed 4 January 2016: 

 quick pencil turn 

 backward pull step into a body wave 

 short skips forward 

 a sharp leg extension side-to-side reaching 
with the leading leg and arm  

 arms flap while knees circle into a crotch 
rock 

 contraction creating a high knee lift while 
arms reach forward clapping 

 smooth high leg swing on the other foot 
lxvi Bardley, Laura. “Watch One Brave MJ Impersonator 
in Baltimore Perform the Perfect Dance of Protest” 
Slates Culture Blog, April 28 2015 (retrieved 20 
October 2015). 
http://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2015/04/28/balti
more_protester_dances_to_michael_jackson_s_beat_i
t_video.html  
lxvii The familiar zombie dance begins:  

 Left shoulder jerks into a shrug, followed by 
three shrugs on the right.  

 Arms open as the dancers’ bodies turn 
sideways, feet stamping, crotches rocking.  

 Still facing side left, dancers take two small 
over-curve steps forward dragging their back 
foot in to the front, bent arms make a small 

swim movement and head tosses back. 
Reverse. 

 Jump feet apart, jump crossing feet, change 
facing, three crotch rocks.  

 Jump high pulling both feet together in the air 
arms clap over head,  

 Jump to a second position side lunge, head 
shifts side-to-side like a Bharata Natyam 
dancer’s, 

 Pull the trailing foot up to the lead foot, stamp.  

 Shrug, turn head. 

 Repeat lunge sequence to the left.  
Then the whole zombie crowd skips down the street 
twisting side-to-side with bent arms lifted waist high 
and bodies shaking with arms open.  

 Face right. On bent knees rock forward, repeat 
left.  

 Kick right leg behind the left, shift from left to 
right through second shaking the knees, repeat 
on the right reaching the right arm up while the 
left leg kicks to the side. 

 Reverse direction, leaning slightly back walk 
back-and-forth with bent knees, arms bent 
high in front wrists drooping; continue through 
several quick changes of direction. 

 A quick, wide-straight-legged jump followed 
by a circling right arm leads to bodies that flop 
forward, two quick turns back-front head 
swinging; repeat the side-lunges with reaching 
arms. 

 Circling the hips and right arm, end with a 
quick air-guitar strum. 

 Two stuttering stiff-legged steps to the side, 
then four arm waves.  

 Twist right as arms pull back at the waist, twist 
left, punch, punch,  

 Small left twist-right twist, both with a heel lift, 
turn towards the back pivoting on the right 
with small stamps on the left creating the 
directional change. (This is a move MJ has 
done since the Jackson 5 days.)  

 Look over your shoulder 

 In a wide second position, slightly pitched 
forward, the zombies stomp up the street.    

lxviii Griffin, Nancy. “The ‘Thriller’ Diaries,” Vanity Fair, 
30 June 2010 (retrieved July 2014). 
http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2010/07/michael-
jackson-thriller-201007 
lxix Kaufman, Gil. “Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ Added To 
National Film Registry,” MTV News, 30 December 
2009 (retrieved 4 January 2016) 
http://www.MTV.com/news/1628945/michael-jacksons-
thriller-added-to-national-film-registry/  
lxx Gregg Burge died of a brain tumor in 1998.  
Daniels, Jeffery, with Melissa Block. “Bad 
Choreographer Remembers Michael Jackson: All 
Things Considered,” National Public Radio 26 June 
2009 (retrieved 12 December 2012). 

https://books.google.com/?id=tk0zQIaFrccC&pg=PA85
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simon_%26_Schuster
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speed_Demon_%28song%29
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MTV_Awards
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http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=1
05986636  
lxxi For example, see Beat Street (1984) produced by 
Harry Belafonte featuring New York City Breakers and 
Grand Master Flash. 
lxxii Jocelyn Vena. “Michael Jackson’s Video Legacy, In 
His Own Words: We spoke to the King of Pop in 1999 
about revolutionizing the world of music videos,” MTV 
News, 2 July 2009 (retrieved July 2014). 
http://www.MTV.com/news/1615239/michael-jacksons-
video-legacy-in-his-own-words/  
lxxiii Richardson, Katrina. “Race In Film: Stormy 
Weather,” Mirror: Motion Picture Commentary, 18 
October 2010 (retrieved 2014). 
http://www.mirrorfilm.org/2010/10/18/race-in-film-
stormy-weather/ Chin extends this discussion with a 
fascinating exploration of the Black dream ballet. P. 69.  
lxxiv  Ouzounian, Richard. “Dancer recalls Michael 
Jackson’s last day of life,” The Toronto Star, 20 
October 2009 (retrieved 15 August 2014). 
http://www.thestar.com/entertainment/stage/2009/10/2
0/dancer_recalls_michael_jacksons_last_day_of_life.ht
ml  
lxxv In a column originally written for OLAM Magazine, a 
journal of Jewish spirituality, MJ wrote, “My father was 
not openly affectionate with us, but he would show his 
love in different ways…gestures, however imperfect, 
that showed his love for us. When I was a kid…I loved 
eating glazed doughnuts, and my father knew that. So 
every few weeks I would come downstairs in the 
morning and there on the kitchen counter was a bag of 
glazed doughnuts—no note, no explanation, just the 
doughnuts. It was like a fairy godmother had visited our 
kitchen…I think now that my father had to leave the 
doughnuts secretly at night so that no one would catch 
him with his guard down. He was scared of human 
emotion, he didn’t understand it, or know how to deal 
with it. But, he did know doughnuts.” Jackson, Michael. 
“Memories of My Childhood.” OLAM Magazine, 
reprinted 26 June 2009 in the Jewish Journal with 
editor, David Suissa (retrieved July 2015). 
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/mic
hael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626 
lxxvi  Mayo Clinic/Diseases and Conditions. 
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-
conditions/vitiligo/basics/definition/con-20032007. 
Some question the veracity of the claim of vitiligo, but 
in the absence of other evidence, and based on MJ’s 
own claim, we accept it as fact for this article. Jackson 
told Oprah Winfrey in 1993 “It is something I cannot 
help. When people make up stories that I don't want to 
be who I am, it hurts me,” he said. “It's a problem for 
me. I can't control it. But what about all the millions of 
people who sit in the sun to become darker, to become 
other than what they are. Nobody says nothing about 
that.” In “Oprah Reflects: On Her Interview with 
Michael Jackson,” oprah.com, 19 September 2009 
(retreived August 2015). 
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-
on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-

Jackson#ixzz3pgiAe2mM Jackson also addresses his 
plastic surgery with T.V. Guide’s Lisa Bernhard. He 
tells her he only had his nose done, that everyone in 
Hollywood has plastic surgery and that Lisa Marie 
Presley, one of his wives, told him Elvis had a nose job 
also. “The Once and Future King,” 4 December 1999 
(retrieved 1 August, 2014) 
http://members.authorsguild.net/lbernhard/exclusive__
michael_jackson_70905.htm  
lxxvii  See Shields’ speech at the Jackson memorial 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G9KaKLD5MSc. 
lxxviii “Michael Jackson talks to Oprah,” 10 February 
1993 (retrieved August 2014). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BbItFJJPPmA In a 
more recent interview Suzanne De Passe remembers 
her days working with the Jackson 5. The Black List 
Vol 2 http://blacklistproject.com and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ro1umcpg2UQ  
lxxix Jackson, Michael, and Jackie Jackson. Interview by 
Robert Abernethy. KNBC, 1972 (retrieved 3 November 
2015). In this interview Jackie also tells the story, now 
refuted, that Diana Ross “discovered them” at a benefit 
for Mayor Richard G. Hatcher.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4619Wv6vjOA&ind
ex=66&list=PL3CF43E598A4AE938  

lxxx An ABC News crew interviewed the Jackson 5 in 
1970 in Florida for a news feature on their rising 
popularity. Rose Fine, their long time tutor, is shown 
querying them about Andrew Jackson. The videos also 
show the Jacksons in a pillow fight and other home life. 
I found 3 clips that appear to be from this footage.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_D2BF2fWflw&list=
PL3CF43E598A4AE938&index=69  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W6bXMvrkAqg&list
=PL3CF43E598A4AE938&index=70  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f8X0Ym9QwBI  
lxxxi In October 1989 MJ visited Gardner St. Elementary 
School in Hollywood which he had briefly attended for 
a dedication of the school auditorium in his name. The 
warmth and personal comments from former teachers 
and principal, MJ’s own moving words to the children, 
and his joining in on the sidelines as the choir sings 
“We Are The World” all speak to his relationship to 
childhood. A tape of the event was sent home with the 
students. This uncut version was posted by Larry 
Nimmer, a student there at the time. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3YfOdQW0Dxc 
(retrevied March 2015). 
lxxxii In his 1993 interview with Oprah, MJ spoke about 
missing out on a normal childhood. “I remember going 
to the recording studio…It would make me sad that I 
would have to go to work instead,” he said.  
“The Michael Jackson Interview: Oprah Reflects” 
oprah.com 16 September 2009 (retrieved 1 October 
2015). http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-
Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-
Jackson#ixzz3pghAQkdh  
lxxxiii “Spike Lee on Working With Michael Jackson: 
Weekend Edition,” National Public Radio, host Scott 
Simon, 27 June 2009. 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=105986636
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=105986636
http://www.mtv.com/news/1615239/michael-jacksons-video-legacy-in-his-own-words/
http://www.mtv.com/news/1615239/michael-jacksons-video-legacy-in-his-own-words/
http://www.mirrorfilm.org/2010/10/18/race-in-film-stormy-weather/
http://www.mirrorfilm.org/2010/10/18/race-in-film-stormy-weather/
http://www.thestar.com/entertainment/stage/2009/10/20/dancer_recalls_michael_jacksons_last_day_of_life.html
http://www.thestar.com/entertainment/stage/2009/10/20/dancer_recalls_michael_jacksons_last_day_of_life.html
http://www.thestar.com/entertainment/stage/2009/10/20/dancer_recalls_michael_jacksons_last_day_of_life.html
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/michael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood_jew/article/michael_jackson_memories_of_my_childhood_20090626
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/vitiligo/basics/definition/con-20032007
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/vitiligo/basics/definition/con-20032007
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson#ixzz3pgiAe2mM
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson#ixzz3pgiAe2mM
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson#ixzz3pgiAe2mM
http://members.authorsguild.net/lbernhard/exclusive__michael_jackson_70905.htm
http://members.authorsguild.net/lbernhard/exclusive__michael_jackson_70905.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G9KaKLD5MSc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BbItFJJPPmA
http://blacklistproject.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ro1umcpg2UQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4619Wv6vjOA&index=66&list=PL3CF43E598A4AE938
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4619Wv6vjOA&index=66&list=PL3CF43E598A4AE938
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_D2BF2fWflw&list=PL3CF43E598A4AE938&index=69
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_D2BF2fWflw&list=PL3CF43E598A4AE938&index=69
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W6bXMvrkAqg&list=PL3CF43E598A4AE938&index=70
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W6bXMvrkAqg&list=PL3CF43E598A4AE938&index=70
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f8X0Ym9QwBI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3YfOdQW0Dxc
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson#ixzz3pghAQkdh
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson#ixzz3pghAQkdh
http://www.oprah.com/entertainment/Oprah-Reflects-on-Her-Interview-with-Michael-Jackson#ixzz3pghAQkdh
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lxxxiv King quotes Carrie Rickey, "Michael Jackson's 

Moves Are the Star of 'This Is It.'" Philadelphia Inquirer, 
October 30, 2009, W4. Acocella (2009) writes: As 
CNN’s chief medical correspondent, Sanjay Gupta put 
it, “This doesn’t look like someone who’s very sick to 
me.’…Two days later, he was dead.” 
lxxxv In 2009 Timberlake told MTV News that when he 

listens to MJ’s music “you can tell when he was cutting 
the record he was probably dancing in the booth.” He 
continues: “That type of energy, that kinetic energy into 
the music, I think that’s what we all try to emulate.” 
(Eric Ditzian, 2009, “Justin Timberlake On Michael 
Jackson: ’99.79 Percent Of His Songs Are Perfect’,” 
MTV News, 19 October (Archived August 1, 2014) 
http://www.MTV.com/news/1624217/justin-timberlake-
on-michael-jackson-9979-percent-of-his-songs-are-
perfect/ ) Usher told ABC TV: “I, along with any other 
solo artist who have had any success, could not say 
that you would be able to be what you are without the 
mold of what Michael Jackson was, he’s had such an 
influence on me as an individual…” 
(http://abcnews.go.com/GMA/video?id=7937221 
Archived May 8, 2014) Watching Usher perform with 
MJ at Madison Square Garden, New York City August 
Brown wrote “is like watching a high school star shoot 
free throws with LeBron James.” (August Brown, 2009, 
“Culture Monster: Why Michael Jackson danced like no 
one else,” LA Times, 26 June.) ABC asked Usher what 
it was like to share the stage with MJ . “One of the 
greatest moments of my entire life was when I was 
able to be on stage with Michael Jackson” (during the 
38th anniversary of the Jackson 5) Usher told ABC. It 
was “brought all worlds together...you saw generations 
crossing…He and James Brown have been the 
hardest losses, the godfather and the king.” (ibid) 
lxxxvi MJ used hip-hop in his 1992 music video 
“Remember The Time,” choreographed by then 21-
year old Fatima Robinson. At the time, Robinson was a 

street dancer with no formal training, "Remember the 
Time" was her first music video job. 
lxxxvii Katie Couric, 2014, “Lil Buck: The ‘Ambassador’ 

of Jookin & Madonna’s Favorite Dancer,” Yahoo! 
News. http://news.yahoo.com/katie-couric-interviews-
lil-buck-214704149.html  
lxxxviii Other hip hop MJ tributes: Laurent and Larry 

Bourgeois, aka Les Twins during the World of Dance 
San Diego with a cha-cha rhythm remix of MJ’s 
“Whatever Happens.” Marquese Scott, an 
animation/dubstep dancer translated Jackson’s iconic 
movements into slow-motion animation in his 2012 
video “Marquese Scott+Michael Jackson: Dubstep: 
Tribute” set to “Dirty Dianna.” Scott wrote: “This is my 
Tribute to Michael Jackson, for paving the way and 
inspiring me to Dance!! Happy Birthday!!!!” 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P4UKENAyhD0) 
lxxxix Gold medal German skater, Katarina Witt, 

recreated Jackson’s “Bad” for an exhibition skate.  
Russian synchronize swimmers, Natalia Ishchenko and 
Svetlana Romashina, performed their 2012 gold-medal 
routine to “They Don’t Care About Us.” LaToya 
Jackson thanked the Russian swimmers for honoring 
her brother’s memory adding, "It is so wonderful to see 
how many global fans he has!" 
(https://ca.music.yahoo.com/blogs/up-beat/la-toya-
jackson-praises-russian-olympic-synchronized-

swimmers-144932792.html) 
xc “Michael Jackson Tribute from Filipino Inmates,” 

Huffington Post, 28 July 2009 (retrieved 8 May 2014). 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2009/06/27/michael-
jackson-tribute-f_n_221807.html 
Adlawan, Rizel S. “Dancing inmates get 2-day training 
under King of Pop’s choreographer,” Cubu SunStar, 19 
January 2010 (retrieved 6 August 2014). 
http://www.sunstar.com.ph/cebu/dancing-inmates-get-
2-day-training-under-king-pop’s-choreographer 
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