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THE 1980s – MICHAEL JACKSON’S DECADE

“Michael Jackson and the Bubbles” by a prominent American artist, Jeff Koons, is one of the world’s largest ceramic, created in 1988 and sold at Sotheby’s New York for $5,600,000. When looking at the picture of it, it seems to be an ordinary kitschy statuette depicting the celebrity with his chimpanzee. Yet, it is life-size, gold-leaf plated and, moreover, it was fabricated by renown Italian craftsmen. I think that, by adding such an absurdity, Koons successfully presented the general attitude towards Michael Jackson, namely, admiration and respect ensuing from his cultural icon status mingled with the slight contempt and disregard for the popular culture he represented. The very fact of choosing Jackson as a certain representation is a sufficient proof of the influence he exerted throughout the 1980s.

At the beginning of the above mentioned decade, however, no one would have suggested it, although he had already made his name. Firstly, he came to a considerable fame thanks to the success that he and his brothers enjoyed throughout the 1960s and 1970s as Jacksons Five. They  were promoted by Motown Records, the most influential record label at that time, which also enabled Michael to make his film debut in “The Wiz”, a classical African American adaptation of “The Wizard of Oz”, starring Diana Ross among others. What is even more, his first solo album “Off the Wall”, released in 1979 and combining disco, funk, R&B and soul sounds, sold over 7 million copies and four of its songs went into the Top Ten. Still, had Michael Jackson stopped at that point, he would not have been responsible for any imaginable revolution.

And the need for one was more than evident in the 1980s for a number of reasons. First of all, revenues from the sales having declined by 11%, in 1979 the U.S. music industry plunged into a major recession in thirty years (Garofalo: 292). What is to blame for it is its prevailing state of flux. With new ambiguous and broad categories such as, for example, the new wave (that evolved from punk), it became extremely difficult to target  specific audiences. Additionally, R&B seemed to loose its creativity with very few chart-topping singles and the rap’s gaining popularity was apparent but still not sufficient. What is more and the most important of all, disco, a receipt for success in the 1970s, faced a severe backlash from the hard rock and heavy metal fans. They were not only against the predictability of the disco’s formula but started to associate their resentment with the black performers in general. Consequently, such a racist overtone resulted in discrimination. The intended lack of rock radio and press’ coverage of black artists led in 1982 to their lowest showing since 1952 (Barlow and Gates: 107) and the biggest music outlet ever developed, namely MTV, aimed at their total exclusion.

Until the “Thriller”, Michael Jackson’s second solo album, was released in 1982. It sold 51 copies and thus became the best-selling album of all time worldwide, holding the record in “The Guinness Book of Records”. Just as it was in case of “Off the Wall”, “Thriller” was co-produced with Quincy Jones, yet this time Michael’s individuality was indisputable. The rock and dance tracks were far more energetic, whereas pop pieces and ballads took on softer and more soulful character. Album’s success was not a surprise, yet the fact that it reigned the charts for over two years surpassed everyone’s expectations. Needless to say, these were the new means of promotion that were responsible for it.

 First of all, Jackson and the Epic, his records company, aspired to conquer the radio. The first released single was “The Girl Is Mine”, a duet with Paul McCartney; a choice that was to, according to Don Dempsey (Connelly and Goldberg), senior vice president of the Epic Records, promote the album outside the U.S. Not only was it supposed to bridge the gap between the New and the Old Continent but also the one between races. While the song was still in the Top Ten, “Billy Jean” was released; a revolutionary decision for the records company since never before were the two songs by the same artist competing with each other for the number one. It certainly paid off.  The song topped the charts for weeks and received two Grammy Awards in 1984 in categories: Best Male R&B Vocal Performance and Best New Rhythm & Blues Song. What rendered the song unique was Jackson’ arrangements and orchestration; for example, he perfectly multi-tracked his voice for background vocals. Obviously, the song could have been replaced solely by another Jackson’s track, that is to say, “Beat it”, another wonder but this time partly owing to the rock star Eddie Van Halen’s contribution. His famous electric guitar solo enabled Jackson to appeal both to his R&B and pop stars as well as to the ones of rock and heavy metal, a remarkable breakthrough at that time. Following successful releases of  “Thriller” (featuring Vincent Price’s recitation), “Wanna Be Startin’ Something”, a ballad “Human Nature” and “P.Y.T. (Pretty Young Thing)” confirmed that the traditional concept concerning the number of singles issued from one album was no longer valid. 

However, apart from singing, Michael Jackson had other formidable talents to demonstrate and dancing was one of them. Asked about her son’s childhood, his mother often recalled that it all began because their television broke one day: “You know children: if they don’t have TV to watch, then they have to do other things” (Cocks: 60); she was also repeating that it had come natural to Michael. This was hence his natural talent combined with well-known perfectionism that rendered his performances so electrifying and amazing. On March 25, 1983, at a moment when “Beat It” was descending from the number one, he mesmerized an even larger audience at the “Motown 25”, a TV show celebrating the 25th anniversary of Motown. After performing with his brothers as “Jacksons Five”, he remained on the stage for unforgettable solo “Billie Jean” show. Undoubtedly, he knew how to create the sense of glamour about him: he was dressed in glittery black jacket, tight black pants, sparkling silver shirt and spangled silver socks. What is more, he preformed in a black fedora and a single white sequined glove that were already his trademarks. His brilliant show brought to mind both the Fred Astair’s routine and the acrobatics of break dancing but what is crucial is the fact that he performed “The Back Slide”, Cooley Jackson’s dance move, that Michael discovered from the black youths. The media labeled the step the “Moonwalk” and from then on it became the artist’s signature dance move. Obviously, the performance sent the sales of “Thriller” soaring.

Nevertheless, despite such popularity, the promotion campaign had to face the most serious challenge, namely,  MTV. This first twenty-four-hour music video cable channel was established on 1 August 1981 by Warner Communication and American Express Company and in two following years became the fastest growing cable channel in history, undeniably providing the most effective way of promoting the records. However, right from the beginning, it was accused of racism since it featured mainly the white acts on a pretext that few black performers recorded rock and roll, MTV’s official format. Therefore, it was not surprising that, initially, Jackson’s video clips were rejected. MTV’s final submission is believed to be caused either by the artist’s unquestionable charisma and wide appeal or, referring to a widespread rumor at that time (Garofalo, 299-300), by the fact that the CBS Records threatened to pull all of its videos from MTV unless it aired the ones by Jackson. 

While it is of great importance that he broke the color line on MTV, it has to be remembered that Michael Jackson is credited with reinventing the art of video clips as well. The first one, “Billie Jean”, directed by Steve Barron, depicted Jackson as a mystical figure who could appear and disappear at will and under whose steps the sidewalk was literary glowing. The celebrity’s dancing performance and the clip’s production values represent a historic breakthrough for the MTV. Unbelievable as it might have seemed, Jackson succeeded in emulating and re-defining the standards that he himself set when producing another video clip for “Beat It”, directed by Bob Giraldi and choreographed by Michael Peters. Paying a tribute to the “West Side Story’, it features the encounter of two opposing gangs with the use of both professional dancers and the real Los Angeles gang members so as to add to the authenticity of the video. Yet again, it is Michael’s dancing that proved to be revolutionary. Showing no signs of slowing down, he once more outdid himself by pioneering the choreographic video for the song “Thriller” one year later. It was directed by John Landis and lasts over 13 minutes. The video, in which Jackson turns firstly into a werewolf and then into a zombie, broke the new ground by introducing combining narrative, dramatic non music sections and ambitious choreography. It should be also noted that $1,2 million was spent on its production whereas the common cost of video clips at its highest was $45,000 then. The closing comment to be made about Michael Jackson and MTV is that they enormously benefited from their mutual relationship: on one hand Jackson’s fans were attracted by the channel’s format in general and on the other – MTV viewers automatically gained interest in the artist. While MTV made it possible for Michael to gain more popularity, he proved to the world that the video clip may be an art form and thus contributed to creating a brand new culture. Recognizing it, in 1991 MTV renamed its “Video Vanguard Award”, a prize presented for the most outstanding video clips, to “Michael Jackson Video Vanguard Award” in his honor.

In addition to this, when considering the eighties, it has to be remembered that it was a decade when the popular music became truly global owing, among others, to international superstars, technological innovations and cassettes’ amazing portability; all these factors lying in the root of charity rock. Typically, it was initiated by Michael Jackson’s leadership and musical directions when in 1985 he co-written with Lionel Richie the fastest-selling single ever, “We Are The World”. Featuring forty five prominent vocalists, the track raised the money for “U.S.A. (United Support of Artists) for Africa”, a charity organization whose goal was to foster the awareness about and alleviate the plight of the poor in Africa.

In 1987, in the atmosphere of widespread public expectation, Michael Jackson released his next album “Bad”. Although it did not repeat the success of “Thriller”, it sold 8 million copies in the U.S. and over 27 million abroad and broke another record by producing five number one hits. What is of considerable significance, however, is the fact that the promotion of the album was supported by the most spectacular world tour ever including 123 concerts to, approximately, 4,4 million fans (“All Michael Jackson.Com”). Probably, it would not be considered such an achievement but for the mood prevailing at that time. Due to the new threat of HIV virus the concept of attending a concert had to be dramatically transformed. Instead of attractiveness, similar public events were subconsciously associated with the looming danger of infection. The key to Michael Jackson incredible appeal laid in his unique sensational shows and the capacity of drawing the audiences comprising different generations.

Furthermore, Jackson mirrored other tendencies of his decade. Firstly, the one of Afro Americans starting to be the main contributors to establishing the market trends when he signed the largest endorsement deal ever with Pepsi–Cola. Moreover, being conscious of videotapes’ break into the mass market, Jackson released two best-selling VHS music videos, which were “The Making of Michael Jackson’s Thriller” in 1984 and “The Moonwalker” in 1988. Finally, recognizing the video games’ coming into power, he developed one form “The Moonwalker”.

All the above mentioned facts leave no doubts that Michael Jackson fully deserves the title of the King of the Pop, coined by Elizabeth Taylor and reinforced on his own initiative in 1991. In all likelihood, the music industry is even more eager to admit that than his devoted fans. First of all, his tremendous success proved that the concentration of product is the best means for the industry’s recovery. By rescuing the Epic Label with the sales of “Thriller”, Jackson indirectly supported his label mates, such as Cyndi Laupher, Nena and so on, since the company could afford developing new acts. What is more, the fact that almost two-thirds of his audience was located outside the U.S. pointed to the profitability of the concept of the expansion into new markets.

To conclude, I would like to make a personal comment on Michael Jackson’s phenomenon. Being born in 1983, I could not witness “Thriller” success. Nonetheless, I remember my elder sister’s joy after my father bought her “Bad”, sold at a relatively high price, and the rules she set as far as my approaching the vinyl was concerned. Thus, it came natural to me that Michael Jackson was special and when later watching his video clips from “Dangerous” or “HIStory” I was always putting him into a completely separate category. This is why I was not surprised when the billboards announcing his coming to Poland in the mid 1990s presented him as the “King of Pop”. To my amazement, however, at one of the masses I happened to attend I heard that such labeling is sinful and unacceptable. According to the priest’s reasoning, Michael Jackson’s promotional campaign overshadowed the Pope’s visit to Poland on that summer. Having done research for this paper, I find it extremely ironic and amusing that unknowingly, Jackson broke another record: he was the only one to ever attempt and presumably succeed in diverting the Polish nation’s attention from John Paul II, our national sacred icon.
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