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Music journalist Paul Gambaccini looks at the impact Michael Jackson, who has died aged 50, had on the music world.
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Michael Jackson had two musical peaks: the first with The Jackson 5. Berry Gordy, the founder of Motown, ordered his producers and writers to come up with three number ones to launch the group and they actually had four number ones with their first four singles.

They were the template for the boy bands that followed - The Osmonds, who already existed as The Osmond Brothers, copied them.
Michael reached his second peak with Quincy Jones with the trilogy of albums of Off the Wall, Thriller and Bad.

Thriller, interestingly enough - since it is the best selling album in the world - is likely to remain so because people now get their music from the internet, so its unlikely that any album will even sell 50m again.

These were great achievements artistically as well as commercially, and Michael was the first of the great American male video stars in the US.

I Want You Back was the record that bowled over the US - for an unknown kid group to go to number one was pretty amazing and people were asking who was this 11-year-old guy who could dance so well and sing so vibrantly.
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When it came to putting on a live show he paid attention to every detail and executed his ideas brilliantly. He is still to me the best showman ever [image: image8.png]




We subsequently learned that their father had been drilling them for years and so they weren't as new as we'd thought, but nonetheless everyone was impressed by Michael and he instantly became a world star.

Billie Jean was very important as it was the song that was the first great American video. There had been great British videos, particularly The Boomtown Rats' I Don't Like Mondays and Bohemian Rhapsody, but Billie Jean made it de rigueur for American artists to make videos as well and that changed everything.

Thriller also spawned that famous video which so many people have bought as well as seen.

When he did the Moonwalk with Billie Jean on the Motown 25 special on TV he won an Emmy award. It was something that looked impossible - he practiced it so much. He learned from Fred Astaire and James Brown and it was something that caught the fancy of people around the world.

I had a conversation with the late John Peel and he agreed that even though Michael Jackson's style of music wasn't his favourite, he was the greatest showman in pop history.

He was not necessarily the greatest record maker and not the best writer because he didn't write many of his hits, but when it came to putting on a live show he paid attention to every detail and executed his ideas brilliantly. He is still to me the best showman ever.

As the years and decades go by, people forget or disregard personal problems. To use the example of an earlier music legend who went his way - Judy Garland - we nowadays just think of the great songs and films and we don't think of her drug problems.

And within a few generations, Michael Jackson will be a great recording artist and that's it. There won't be more than a footnote about the scandals. [image: image4.png]




	





Michael Jackson was more like an evil 'genius'

Monday, July 6th 2009, 11:46 PM 

If not for his money and fame, Michael Jackson would probably have died in prison.

I was thinking this last week in a park in Queens with a bunch of parents watching our kids, Little League boys - you know, the same age as the kids Michael Jackson used to invite over for slumber parties. 

I was reminded of a skin-crawling 2003 interview by British journalist Martin Bashir, in which Jackson admitted he often invited kids to his Neverland lair, feeding them cookies and milk before sleeping in the same bed with them. 

Oof. 

The whole creepy Peter Pan theme of Neverland - petting zoo, amusement park, video game arcade, soda fountains - was like a pedophile's paradise. 

Meanwhile, in the real world in a public park in Queens, I was watching these kids who just came from a 10th birthday party, running the bases in a pickup baseball game. And I was watching for predators. Because, as a father, I'm always aware that these are the innocents that pedophiles like to use as their personal party favors. Kids that look up to those giants called adults like they are superheroes. Searching for praise, attention, protection. 

Sometimes, they look up to bad grownups. Dangerous grownups. Grownups that sexually exploit them. I believe that Michael Jackson was one of those bad grownups. 

When Jackson sang, "I'm bad, I'm bad..." it was probably a tortured inner demon screaming. 

But since his death, it's been wall-to-wall "Michael Jackson was a genius" coverage on American TV. I needed the fresh park air because I was feeling nauseated from another day of this endless canonization. Music legends like Berry Gordy, Smoky Robinson, Justin Timberlake and Madonna painting halos over this self-loathing freak who butchered his own naturally handsome face, bleached his noble dark skin white and then paid other human beings to walk two steps behind him carrying umbrellas over his head in the California sunshine. 

It was downright laughable to watch Al Sharpton, the man who has yet to apologize for perpetuating the Tawana Brawley hoax, going on 'Good Morning America' to say he was advising the Jackson family on how to protect Michael Jackson's legacy. 

Excuse me, Rev, but a HUGE part of that legacy is that Michael Jackson had a disturbing fixation on prepubescent boys. 

Jesse Jackson also shoveled the adulation. As did President Obama, although he carefully tempered his praise. All of these men were fathers whose primary job in life is to protect their kids from predators. 

And yet, here they were, deifying a man who once paid $22 million to privately quash a pedophile civil suit involving a boy named Jordan Chandler.

I wondered, as I watched my kid play in the park, how many of these Michael Jackson legacy protectors would have let this wacko baby-sit for their kids at Neverland. 

Yes, Jackson was acquitted in a terribly prosecuted child molestation criminal trial in California. They don't like convicting celebrities out there. Bad for business. O.J. Simpson was acquitted of murder in L.A. and I still believe he murdered his wife. Robert Blake was also acquitted of murder. I think he was dirty, too. It took two trials in California to convict a cold-blooded killer mutant like Phil Spector. 

Any of them would have gone down in flames in Queens Supreme. 

In 1977, Roman Polanski fed a 13-year-old girl Champagne and Quaaludes, and was charged by Los Angeles prosecutors with rape and sodomy. Polanski fled to Europe, never to return. How did a jury of his Hollywood peers judge him in absentia? With a Best Director Oscar in 2002. 

Now, I think Polanski's "Chinatown" is the best private eye movie ever made. "Rosemary's Baby" was a great horror flick. "The Pianist" was a terrific Holocaust film. 

But get it straight: His talent doesn't erase his sexually exploiting a kid. And so, the first sentence of every story ever written about him should read something like this: "The noted pedophile and film director Roman Polanski..." 

Same with Michael Jackson. He wrote some catchy songs. He was a brilliant hoofer. He sold a zillion records. But the lead in any story ever written about him should include the pervasive allegations of child molestation. 

On the streets of Area Code 718, where I raised my kids, anyone who inappropriately touched a kid automatically had his membership card to the human race revoked. If he didn't wind up in a cemetery or on Rikers, he was run out of the neighborhood on a third rail. 

It wouldn't have mattered if he was a master carpenter, revered clergyman, teacher of the year, Grammy-winning singer or Oscar-winning director: If you messed with kids, that was all anyone needed to know about you. 

You were a bad guy. 

And I believe that if not for his celebrity in California, Michael Jackson would have died in jail. 

Of course Jackson's odd - but his genius is what matters

 

By Tom Utley
Published: 12:01AM GMT 08 Feb 2003 in The Telegraph

We must tread very carefully now that John Cleese has won his libel action against the London Evening Standard. I must confess that before Thursday's judgment, I was one of those who agreed with the Standard that Mr Cleese was not nearly as funny as he used to be. I now fully accept, m'lud, that he is one of the funniest men on the planet. Hee hee, ho ho. The very thought of him splits my sides.

With the Cleese judgment in mind, let me say at the outset that Martin Bashir is an absolutely brilliant interviewer, at the very peak of his form. My only reservation is that in the course of his long encounter with Michael Jackson, broadcast this week, he asked almost none of the questions I wanted to hear answered.

It seemed to me that Mr Bashir had missed the point of Jackson. True, the man is extremely weird. But we all knew that - and plenty of other people are a banana or two over the bunch. It is also true that Jackson has an eccentric relationship with children, and not all of us would look upon him either as a model father or as the perfect host for our young sons' sleep-overs. But, again, plenty of other grown men have an interest in children that is at least as sinister as Jackson's, and probably more so.

No. The point about Michael Jackson is not that he is odd but that the man is a genius. As a dancer, he ranks well up there with Fred Astaire and Rudolf Nureyev. As a singer, he has been dazzlingly brilliant since he first cleared his throat on stage when he was eight. To put it at its lowest, Michael Jackson is an extremely important figure in the history of popular culture.

Almost no sense of that came across in the Granada interview. Mr Bashir treated Jackson like a mildly interesting psychological case study, firing endless questions to him about his sex life, his relationship with his father, his plastic surgery and his eccentric little ways. For all the interest that he showed in his interviewee's artistry, he might as well have been talking to any old loony dragged out of the local bin.

It was as if Mr Bashir had been given eight months' unfettered access to Napoleon, and could think of nothing to ask him about except his relationship with Josephine, whether or not he read bedtime stories to Nappy Junior and how far his behaviour fell short of the suburban English ideal of morality.

It was not until Thursday night, when ITV showed the recording of a Jackson concert in Madison Square Garden, that viewers were reminded of what sets Jackson apart from your run-of-the-mill nutcase. This was an absolutely sensational performance - and I say that as somebody who has never been much of an enthusiast for pop.

You often notice, when a singer is bopping along with a dance-troupe, that the professional dancers perform their steps much better than the singer. But when Jackson is on stage, the opposite is true. This is not because he employs second-rate dancers - on the contrary, he hires the very best that his millions can buy. It is simply because he is the best, the most electrifying mover in the business. To see him dance, and hear him sing, is one of the most exciting experiences that Western showbusiness has to offer.

How did he come to be such a genius? Who, if anyone, taught him to dance like that? How obsessively does he have to practise to achieve the perfection that he displays in his act? Does he have a voice coach to help him hit those high notes with such unerring accuracy, or was he just born with the gift? What does he eat and drink? How does he prepare for a concert? How many times does he record a track or a video shot before he is satisfied with it?

There were moments in the Bashir interview when I thought that some light was about to be thrown on these matters. It was interesting, for example, when Jackson said that the key to dancing well was not to think about anything at all, but to let the music dictate your movements. Other dancers have said this, but it is a point that might have been pursued. Interesting, too (although we had all heard it before), that Jackson's father used to take a belt to him when he got a dance step wrong.

The guilty thought occurred to me that if a whipping helped to produce a genius, perhaps we should all try it on our sons. But Mr Bashir's only reaction was to suck his breath through his teeth and shake his head in disbelief, real or pretend. He seemed to be far more interested, in a cod-psychiatrist sort of way, in what had made Jackson so peculiar than in what had made him so brilliant. He affected complete shock, for example, when Jackson told him that in his childhood, his older brothers used to bring girls back to the room that he shared with them while he was on tour. Oh, really, Mr Bashir. Do grow up.

If you want my cod-psychiatrist view of what made Jackson so nutty, I reckon you need look no further than the fact that everywhere he has gone since his early childhood, he has been the centre of attention, mobbed for his autograph and surrounded by swooning women. That sort of treatment is enough to loosen the tightest screw. Mr Bashir of all people should be aware of that. Until this week, his most famous interviewee was Diana, Princess of Wales - and look what effect all that adulation had on her.

Why is Michael Jackson mobbed? Because he is a genius, that's why. And if the effect of Mr Bashir's smug and patronising interview is to drive him even further round the bend, and off the stage, he will have done a very great disservice to the arts. If only Granada had given the job to Melvyn Bragg instead.

From The Sunday Times 

June 28, 2009

Michael Jackson: Genius or child abuser?

Will legacy of King of Pop's hits like Thriller and Off The Wall outlive gossip about his friendships with young people?
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Michael Jackson, Thriller Album Cover
Dan Cairns 
This, said Michael Jackson, is it. Standing on a velvet-draped stage at the O2 Arena three months ago, the singer announced his return to live performing. “This” turned out to be no fewer than 50 London concerts which were supposed to launch him back into pop’s premier league two weeks from now. 

Over and over, above the screams of his fans, he kept shouting the same mantra: “This is it.” Even as I listened to him repeat himself between nervous, squeaky laughs, I knew it couldn’t be. In the flesh, Jackson looked tiny and weird, his face like sculpted putty. Shrunken and frail, he left the O2 stage after only five minutes. Gingerly he descended a small set of steps at the back, hanging on to the handrail for dear life. How could this shell of a man recapture the electrifying energy that had made him the world’s greatest pop star? His proposed comeback was the stuff of fantasy. 

The hundreds of fans who had waited for hours in the cold outside to witness his much delayed arrival had no such doubts, however. For them his announcement represented a second coming and a chance, at last, to see the king of pop in concert. Millions of ticket applications flooded the promoter’s website in the course of the next hour. 

Like their 50-year-old idol, a large number of the fans gave the impression of occupying a parallel reality. The allegations of child abuse that had followed Jackson since 1993; the fact that he had made no music of unimpeachable merit since his record-breaking Thriller album in 1982; the sense that he lived life by a separate moral and financial code; none of these details seemed to cool the fans’ ardour. They shouted, ululated and wept in so deranged a manner that I feared for their sanity. Jackson beamed back, flashing his victory sign and raising a clenched fist — a gesture at odds with his emaciated frame. 

Superficially, he got back into some sort of shape. The technicians who saw Jackson rehearse in Los Angeles last Wednesday evening say he put on a terrific performance; but next day he was dead. His body couldn’t cope. Brian Oxman, the Jackson family’s lawyer, last Friday — the day after the singer’s death — made it plain thathe had been using too much pain-killing medication. 

“This is not something that has been unexpected . . . because of the medications which Michael was under,” Oxman said. “I do not know the extent of the medications he was taking but the reports we had been receiving in the family is that they were extensive. When you warn people this is what’s going to happen and then it happens . . . where there’s smoke, there’s fire.” 

Oxman understood. The real message that day at the O2 was not “this is it” but “that’s that” — it was all over. It certainly is now. Death has spared Jackson the shame of cancelling the concerts and facing the bankruptcy that would have followed. 

The most poignant photographs republished since he died are those that show him shortly after he first became a star and those that capture him in the last years of his life. 

The diminutive round-cheeked little boy, surrounded by his much bigger brothers, looks angelic. But he also looks lost and apprehensive. The pinched, powdered and surgically brutalised face caught by the police camera following his arrest on child abuse charges in 2003 is not just grotesque but tragic, too. His eyes show a shamed soul in a state of torment: the once mighty, unassailable king of pop, his throne mortgaged to the banks, the police taking his fingerprints, the media baying for his blood. 

In the coming weeks, months and years, his body will be picked over as thoroughly as his estate. Out of the woodwork will come the opportunists and backstabbers. In rare but disturbing cases, someone will have a true story to tell. We will very likely wince anew while his songs lose a little more of their lustre, their three or four minutes of pop perfection taking on associative baggage they should never have been required to bear. 

Promoters, creditors, chancers and crooks will grapple with the financial consequences of his death. Claim and counter-claim will be lodged. But a fortune once so bloated by royalties and tour revenues that Jackson was able to buy the Beatles’ song catalogue for $47.5m (£37m in 1985) has dwindled to almost nothing. 

All the years of success and sacrifice of songs as sublime as any that have ever been recorded, of singing that could break your heart or make it leap with joy: what did they add up to? How will we remember him — as a genius hounded to death? As a scheming pervert? Or simply as a divine oddball?

In the many eulogies one phrase keeps recurring: Jackson was, it is argued, as important as Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley. What few have mentioned is another key feature, besides innate artistry and cultural impact, that he shared with Sinatra and Presley (and with John Lennon, too). They all scaled musical peaks that were far beyond the reach of most of their peers. And each, after his death, left his fans with a dilemma: how to evaluate his life and achievements. 

Presley’s was the most straightforward legacy: the addiction to food and drugs that killed him was tragic rather than wicked. The seedy manner of his passing — collapsed on the bathroom floor after using the lavatory — was unfortunate. But we tend today to marvel at his back catalogue more than we think of cheeseburgers and prescription drugs when his name crops up. 

In the books and interviews published since his death, Lennon has been revealed as vindictive, self-pitying and resentful, and capable of treating those around him with appalling unkindness. Yet he is still worshipped. Sinatra was a lush and a lout, hobnobbing with his mobster friends, a sexist and possibly a racist bully. Yet the power of his voice, his phrasing, is undiminished. 

Jackson was shackled to a psychological illness that began in a desire to create for himself the childhood he never had. It seems to have taken him down very dark paths indeed. Will he, too, be saved by his songs? 

In life he somehow always stayed a fraction of a step ahead: of jail, of creditors, of public rejection. His fans stayed loyal. His reputation was still held to be sufficient to sell out his comeback concerts. His lifestyle, however dysfunctional and unenviable, continued in vast, rented mansions. There was talk of another album. Rumours of addiction to painkillers, of chronic physical disability, were denied, despite vast pharmaceutical bills and his appearance in wheelchairs. A blogosphere gorged itself on gleeful tales of his decline but the skeleton limped on. 

What was sustained towards the end of his life was the memory of how it began. He was photographed, written about, analysed and adored before he had even hit puberty. After finding fame with his brothers in the Jackson 5, he became the first African-American musician to understand, completely, the implications of MTV and through it to make the biggest-selling album of all time. 

Each record was more successful than the last, every transformation was more fully realised than his previous incarnation. Each single — Rock with You, Billie Jean, Beat It — was more awe-inspiring and innovative than the one we had bought a few months before. 

The little boy from Gary, Indiana, who had won over the world with his yearning vocals on songs such as ABC and I Want You Back was on an apparently unstoppable trajectory. All aspects of his career — and, superficially, his life — kept pace with each other; the money rolled in. But he was taking on strange cargo: Bubbles the chimp; the flotation tank; the plastic surgery; the brief marriage to Elvis’s daughter; his children, biological or adopted, their heads covered; the baby dangled over a hotel balcony. 

Behind these symptoms of despair lay a “do-over”, as Americans call the act of erasing events that have happened in your past. This began with the purchase of a few children’s toys. It escalated to the bizarre fantasy theme park, Neverland, and young boys sleeping over. Allegations of paedophilia hung around him like a bad stench. 

The first line of defence by his entourage and friends was flat denial. The subtext, though, was more subtle: Michael was a man-child, robbed of his real childhood, beaten by his dad. His brother Marlon recalled an occasion when Joseph, their father, dangled Michael by one leg and “pummelled him over and over again with his hand, hitting him on his back and buttocks”. 

Jackson himself admitted that he was so scared of his father that he sometimes vomited at the sight of him. This gave Jackson an excuse-all exemption. He loved children, he could never harm them. Did a bit of larking around make him a child molester? 

To believe this defence you needed to accept that a man famously astute in negotiating record contracts and concert fees, and who was such a perfectionist in the recording studio that he would labour for weeks over a drum part or a backing vocal, left his adult acumen at the bedroom door at Neverland.

The impulses that careered round Jackson’s head may have been a version of those that had sustained him during the early years of struggle, parental abuse and then professional breakthrough. But they were contained within an adult’s body, with an adult’s (vast) income and an adult’s guile. 

Tales of offering sweetened alcohol — the infamous “Jesus Juice” — to children staying overnight at his ranch struck many as a clear and casebook example of grooming and calculation, not the actions of an innocent abroad. 

Jackson paid off an early accuser, Jordan Chandler, giving him a rumoured $22m in exchange for his silence. When further allegations surfaced, about his relationship with Gavin Arvizo, 13, a police investigation resulted in charges. 

He was, of course, acquitted and his fans greeted the verdict with I-told-you-so hysteria. But artistically, financially and morally, his decline was complete. The years since have been desperate. 

In a bid to restore his musical reputation and stave off the debt collectors, he committed himself to the comeback this summer that he was never likely to show up for. He needed, more than he ever had before, someone to care for him. Someone to step in and say, “Enough. Enough of the whole mad circus, enough of the charade, of the hangers-on, fair-weather friends and thieves. I’m taking you home.” But nobody did and perhaps nobody could. 

Too in thrall to his status and reputation, to his (now borrowed) wealth, to his celebrity, the people around Jackson allowed a psychologically destroyed man, in wretched health, to parade himself in front of the cameras and announce a debilitating schedule of concerts. A freak show requires not just a freak but also a backstage team to stage it. 

Apparently addicted to painkillers, often too weak to walk (let alone perform a show), one of pop music’s most supremely gifted singers and entertainers was placed in peril, the prospect of his last-throw-of-the-dice comeback almost certainly one that terrified him to the point of despair. 

The entertainment industry is littered with examples of cynical adjustment: by money men and marketeers tweaking a slightly tarnished product or spinning it into renewed acceptability, and by a public susceptible to such persuasion. 

If the last truly great Jackson single (Black or White) had not been released in 1991 but two years ago, might we have overlooked, or at least accommodated, some of his behaviour? Precedent argues that this is anything but far-fetched. But it is too late to test that scenario. 

Instead of rehearsing again the whole sordid and sorry saga of his life, we should perhaps reflect on what a miracle it was that someone so maltreated, so belittled, so unhappy, was able nonetheless to throw back his head and sing, rapturously, effortlessly, lines such as “Oh, baby, give me one more chance”, “Don’t blame it on the good times / Blame it on the boogie” and “Billie Jean was not my lover”. 

We must stay faithful to the songs, bear witness to his achievements and remember that small boy, being beaten and humiliated by his father. We must remember how he began and the magic he made, rather than what he became and the manner in which he departed. 

He was let down, ill-served, but that was nothing new. As the family lawyer remarked: “When you warn people that this is what’s going to happen and then it happens . . .” This, for Michael Jackson, is it. 

