Listening Guide 22.1

“Billie Jean” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro P1
Drums (4 1/2 beats)


0:02
Intro P2
Two bass patterns (8 measures)


0:19
Intro P3
Synthesizer riff with second bass pattern (4 measures)


0:27
Verse 1
Vocal (28 measures: 12 1 8 1 8)

1:27
Chorus 1
Vocal (12 measures)

1:52
Verse 2
Vocal with synth voice, violins (28 measures: 12 1 8 1 8)

2:52
Chorus 2
Vocal with violins and choppy guitar (20 measures)

3:34
Chorus 3–1
Guitar solo (8 measures)

3:59
Vamp
Vocals to fade-out (281 measures)

5:00
End

Analysis of “Billie Jean” (Thriller, Epic QE 38112)

The subject matter of “Billie Jean” was rather unusual for Michael Jackson. Where most of his songs deal with innocent romantic love, in “Billie Jean” a woman accuses the singer of siring an illegitimate son, an accusation he continues to deny. Jackson obviously wrote the song as a vehicle for showing a tougher, more dramatic side of his stage character. His voice sounds angry and defiant throughout the song.

The infectious rhythmic feel of “Billie Jean” is as responsible for its success as its subject matter. Jackson conceived the basic drum pattern on a drum machine. It was supplemented by a live drummer on the recording. Two bass patterns were added next. The first is a constant patter of eighth notes, propelling the groove ever forward. The second bass pattern is a series of two accented notes, soon joined by a synthesizer chord riff.

Jackson begins the verse in the lower register of his voice. His vocal is laden with the shuddering vibrato and emotional hiccup fills that characterized his style from 1980 on. After four measures he is doubled by his own overdubbed voice an octave higher. In the chorus, the “Michael Jackson” choir blossoms into full harmony; the blend is sparkling and extremely precise.

In the second verse a synthesized vocal sound plays a counter line to Jackson’s vocal. There are also a number of “Michaels” responding to the main vocal with echoed phrases from the verse. On the climbing portion at the end of the verse, a violin line replaces the synthesized vocal line. In the seventh and fifteenth measures of the chorus, the violins play a sweeping descending line between the vocal phrases.

A choppy electric guitar rhythm also begins to assert itself in the last portion of the second chorus. The guitar then plays an eight-bar solo based on that choppy rhythmic pattern. The vocals reenter at the halfway point in the chorus and continue with a vamp based on the chorus until the fade-out of the recording.

