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Praise For  Mercy, Mercy Me


“Gaye’s. . . genius as a musician and insights as a person are vividly detailed. . . [Mercy, Mercy Me] is a fascinating journey into the mind, soul and addictions of the preacher’s son whose brilliant performing career was cut short at the age of 44.”

Luther Keith, The Detroit News


 



“Dyson explores the tumultuous life and violent death of one of Motown’s greatest performers.”


The News and Observer  (Raleigh, North Carolina)

 



“The book celebrates Gaye’s remarkable life and offers a critical reassessment of his music, his life and the troubled times he lived.”

Ebony

 



“Dyson sees Gaye’s life as symbolic of many struggles, particularly those of the African-American male.”

Todd Leopold, CNN

 



“Acclaimed cultural commentator and critic Michael Eric Dyson spotlights both the life and recording career of a soul legend with Mercy, Mercy Me. Dyson’s book is part historical overview, part family survey and part analysis of Gaye’s musical importance. . . [Dyson] gets beyond the surface and truly examine [s] the emotional and psychological problems that plagued Gaye his entire career. Mercy, Mercy Me is much more than a straight biography: it’s a portrait of a masterful, yet tragic individual.”


The City Paper (Nashville)

“Dyson, a leading figure in black studies who is as comfortable discussing Tupac as Malcolm and Martin offers a ‘biocriticism’ that reflects on the themes of Marvin Gaye’s music and personal life.”

Publishers Weekly

 



“Dyson’s tome. . . assesses Gaye’s life and its parallels with ongoing issues in urban America.”

Billboard

 



“Dyson depict[s] Gaye as a troubled, talented artist who at once reflected and transcended his times.”

The Durham Herald-Sun

 



“Dyson fleshes out the biography with never-before-revealed details from family, producers and close friends. Readers come away from Dyson’s book understanding a tortured artist who, despite fortune and fame, felt alone and unloved.”

Charlotte Observer

 



“Michael Eric Dyson brings one of soul music’s most memorable figures to life.”

Miami Herald

 




“What Dyson does is place the artist in a historical, cultural and musical continuum. . . an invaluable complement to some of the deepest and most enduring music of the 20th century.”


The Gazette (Montreal, Quebec)
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PREFACE

“Ain’t Nothing Like the Real Thing”  Marvin Gaye’s Meaning


Every year, Fran Bell, a prominent community activist in Chicago, takes the day off from work on April 2 to celebrate Marvin Gaye’s birthday. She began the practice nearly a decade ago when a friend who knew of her love for the legendary singer opened a compilation of his music for Bell to hear. “‘He’s so great, we should make his birthday a national holiday,’” Bell recalls her friend saying. “And from that point on, I said, ‘You know what? That’s exactly what I’m going to do.’ He takes off as well, and we call each other on that day, just to celebrate the greatness of Marvin.”

While Gaye’s birthday is far from a national holiday, his impact on the lives of millions in several generations across the globe is undeniable. But the nature of his influence and the scope of his achievements may be lost on young people not yet born when this world famous icon met a violent death. There are a few biographies—especially David Ritz’s path clearing  work, Divided Soul and Steve Turner’s more recent Trouble Man—that examine Gaye’s life in rich detail.


Mercy, Mercy Me is not a biography of the singer. It is instead a work of biocriticism: an analysis of Gaye’s art, loves, and demons that turns to elements of his life to illustrate his genius and to detail his struggles and failures. Joining my work on other historic personalities—including Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Tupac Shakur—this book assesses the cultural and intellectual importance of a great figure who helped to shape and define the times in which he lived. Marvin Gaye’s music provides a powerful glimpse into the swirling currents of history and race that indelibly stamp the sixties and seventies.

Marvin’s voice continues to call for freedom in the social and sexual realms, as his pioneering recordings document the struggle to be at once politically aware and erotically enlightened. And his demons and tragic death illumine the pitfalls of drug addiction and brutal forms of corporal punishment and alleged sexual abuse to which he was subject. Above all, Marvin Gaye’s legacy warrants a fresh interpretation of his music, his passions and his life-and-death struggles, for a generation unfamiliar with the times and themes that shaped his monumental art.

I want to thank Liz Maguire, my faithful and fearless editor, whose unflagging belief in this project helped it see the light of day. I also want to thank Megan Hustad for her diligence and support. Thanks also to Matty Goldberg for creating the discography. I am grateful to Christine Marra for her expert management in producing the book, and to Marco Pavia for his incredible editorial skills and close reading.

I also thank Walter Licht, an associate dean at Penn, who, after seeing the documentary “Standing in the Shadows of  Motown,” exulted in Marvin Gaye’s genius and said that I ought to write a book about him. Well, here it is, Walter. Thanks for the encouragement. I thank my wonderful colleagues at Penn—including Tukufu Zuberi, Gale Garrison, Onyx Finney, Carol Davis, Ann Matter, Marie Hudson and many more—for their crucial support and love. I also thank Daniel Quon (for this book and the Michael Eric Dyson Reader), Paul Farber (a budding journalist) and Marc Hill (a rising scholar) for their timely research. I also thank Pastor Dr. Alyn Waller (and his lovely wife Ellyn), in whose church office I put the finishing touches on revisions to this book.

 



 



I also want to thank all the wonderful folk, many of them legends in their own right, who took time to talk to me for this book: Q-Tip; Janie Bradford; Claudette Robinson (my lovely friend; thanks for the Marvin compliment!); Kim Weston (my dining buddy); Rona Elliot; Elaine Jesmer; Leon Ware (serious genius); Arsenio Hall; Brenda Holloway; Pete Moore; Art Stewart; Ron Brewington (big ups for all your help); Gary Harris; Irene Gaye; R. Kelly; Georgia Ward; Harry Weinger; Martha Reeves; Johnny Bristol; Bobby Rogers; Hank Dixon; Freddie Gorman; Gladys Horton; Obie Benson; Weldon McDougal; Kitty Sears; Ivy Jo Hunter; Ludie Montgomery; Dave Simmons; Louvain Demps and Fran Bell (a beautiful and singing sister). I also thank Suzanne DePasse for her always generous spirit—and her brilliance and beauty over the years. And to Jan Gaye, the bright and beautiful ex-wife of Marvin Gaye, I am grateful for that long, late-night phone call when you shared  your heart. Although you didn’t allow me to interview you for this book, I still appreciate your openness and honesty. And to Nona Gaye, Marvin’s gifted and beautiful daughter, thank you for your sweet spirit when we talked.

I would also like to thank Vanesse Lloyd-Sgambati, literary publicist extraordinaire, for her tireless work to make sure that my books get the widest public notice possible. I would also like to thank Karl Evanzz, an incredibly gifted writer and generous researcher whose heroic last-minute efforts clarified a point in my book.

As always, I thank my family: my brilliant and beautiful mother Addie, my brothers Anthony, Everette, Gregory, and Brian, and their families; and my children, Michael Eric Dyson, II, Maisha, Mwata—and my other son Cory. Finally, thanks to Rev. Marcia Louise Dyson, my brilliant, beautiful and bold wife who took time from revising her novel, Don’t Call Me Angel, to read and critique this book.






INTRODUCTION

“What’s Going On”  Marvin, Motown, and Me


When I was twelve years old, I gave my first speech in public as part of a Detroit oratorical contest. I was a bit nervous, so I lingered longer than usual before heading to a small classroom in my junior high school to do verbal battle. As I sat in my father’s car in the school parking lot, the melodic strains of an instant classic spilled from the radio, calming and inspiring me at the same time.

“Mother, mother, there’s too many of you crying,” pleaded the sweet and poignant tenor. “Brother, brother, brother, there’s far too many of you dying.” The singer insisted that “only love can conquer hate,” and that we’d have to “find a way, to bring some lovin’ here today,” as he demanded to know “what’s going on.”

On that spring day in 1971, as war raged and races clashed, I fixed on Marvin Gaye’s political anthem and made it personal: I transformed the tune into a musical talisman to ward off fear and failure. When I proved victorious in my speechmaking,  “What’s Going On,” and the album that contained it, became a harbinger of blessing. It encouraged me to soldier on against trouble. I turned to Gaye time and again over the years to provide inspiration and hope whenever I faced crisis. He has done the same for millions across the globe.

Black Detroit took special pride in Gaye’s monumental achievement. We were only four years past the bloodiest riots in the nation’s history. The black population had swollen to almost half of the population from less than ten percent in 1940. That was due in large part to the mass migration of blacks to Detroit in the forties and fifties from Arkansas, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia, and the Carolinas. Henry Ford drew blacks by the bushels with the promise of a decent wage for hard work and by hiring them when few others would.

Ford’s assembly line influenced the son of a black transplant from the Georgia cotton fields. That boy, born in 1929, was named Berry Gordy, Jr., and he would in 1959 establish Motown Records Corporation, which became one of the most successful black businesses in the nation. Gordy modeled his company’s philosophy of producing records on Ford’s methods of producing cars. Motown also shaped the musical tastes of millions of Americans with its bright melodies, upbeat lyrics, and crossover ambitions. It wanted to sell the beauty and brilliance of the black voice to white America. Motown broke down many racial barriers with its massive artistic achievements, even as it embodied both the triumphs and troubles of the American dream and capitalism.

Marvin Gaye was dubbed the Prince of Motown for his great voice, good looks—and his undeniable musical genius. He benefited from Motown’s system of assigning producers to its artists,  creating memorable music and several classics along the way. But no artist as gifted and independent as Marvin could long tolerate a mechanical approach that prohibited its artists from writing or producing for themselves. He bristled at the company’s severe restrictions and finally broke out to create some of the most distinguished albums in the history of American music. Not only did he set a standard for musical achievement that has never been exceeded, but he inspired other artists with his extraordinary example, most notably his label mate and protégé Stevie Wonder.

Along with his success came problems—broken marriages, drugs, paranoia, sexual dysfunction, domestic violence, stories of childhood abuse, and finally, murder at the hands of his father. In the midst of his troubles, Marvin spoke from his heart and bore witness to the triumph of artistic creativity over debilitating personal setbacks. He also wrestled in his music to reconcile his spiritual heritage as the son of a Pentecostal preacher and the erotic legacy of sensual expression that he pioneered.

Marvin’s music spoke to me at every stage of my life. Besides his landmark What’s Going On, I thrilled to his 1973 classic Let’s Get It On as a sexually curious and inexperienced teen. I garnered invaluable erotic encouragement and romantic inspiration from his underestimated 1976 classic, I Want You. I danced at many a house party and disco to Marvin’s feral 1977 jam “Got To Give It Up.” As I faced my first divorce in 1979, Marvin’s 1978 LP Here, My Dear offered zestful and acute insight into a relationship’s ups and downs, its stages of coalescence and erosion. Despite his anger at Motown for putting out 1981’s In Our Lifetime, this overlooked masterpiece helped me to negotiate the tensions of being a young minister who sought  to balance spiritual aspiration and sensual appreciation. And his final big hit, 1983’s “Sexual Healing,” inspired me to claim the benefit of unashamed sexual health.

When it was announced that he was killed on April Fool’s day in 1984, the day before his 45th birthday, I was a college student who thought—even desperately wished—that it was a cruel joke. Of course, it was all too tragically true. Since that time, I have constantly turned to Marvin’s music to lift my spirits and to travel with him over the vast landscape of human experience that he traversed. Now, twenty years after his death, and in the 65th year of his birth, I offer this consideration of his great art, his profound loves and his restless demons. This book, written at the same age Marvin would have been had he lived a single day more, is a small gesture of my gratitude for his towering gift—and as a way to critically engage his legacy and to learn from his mistakes. Like any of us, Marvin could skillfully avoid the truth about himself and others. But more often than not, and much more often than most of us, he could be dispassionately self-critical. He was able to train his high intelligence on himself and the world around him to enlightening effect. I hope this book in its own small way can do the same.






CHAPTER ONE

“Stubborn Kind of Fellow”  The Search for a Style


One of the best-selling Motown artists of all time, Marvin Gaye also transcended the boundaries of rhythm and blues as no other performer has ever done. In 2003, his seminal album What’s Going On took the number six spot on Rolling Stone’s “500 Greatest Albums”—nestled between the Beatles’  Rubber Soul and the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main Street. Gaye was the only black artist to crack the top ten from that bastion of white rock and roll.

Twenty years after his death, how can we better understand the true achievements of this genius, the loves that inspired him, and the demons that haunted him until his untimely end?

The world into which Gaye was born in Washington, D.C.—much like the world in which his music would resonate—was torn by racial conflict. The Washington Post that appeared on April 2, 1939, the day of Gaye’s birth, printed a brief article about the upcoming congress of the Daughters of the American Revolution—which had just barred opera star  Marian Anderson from performing at Constitution Hall. The paper noted that the group still anticipated being received at the White House despite the “late unpleasantness” of the Anderson snub.1 The Post also included an essay by Louis M. Jiggitts, vice chairman of the Democratic National Committee. In “The South’s Problems,” printed on the op-ed page, Jiggitts claimed that the relationship “between the races throughout the South is not one of tension: on the contrary, it is one of friendliness, justice, and humanity.”2 Jiggitts argued that regardless of “attempts to prove otherwise, the Negro in the South is not unhappy, but on the whole is more contented than many of those who live in other sections of the Nation.”3 Despite his dishonest sentiments, Jiggitts managed to capture the plight of many blacks, including Gaye’s family, when he wrote that poverty “stalks the streets of our greatest cities” and “rears its ugly head in our Nation’s Capital.”4


These same forces of poverty and racial conflict shaped the young Gaye’s life. Marvin was the second of four children born to Rev. Marvin P. Gay, Sr., and his wife, Alberta Gay, in a Washington, D.C. housing project. (Marvin added the “e” when he began to sing professionally, to avoid his surname’s association with homosexuality.) Marvin’s father was a strict Pentecostal pastor who believed in firm discipline and severe corporal punishment to keep his children—including older sister Jeanne, younger siblings Frankie and Zeola—in line. Marvin got the worse of the beatings administered to Rev. Gay’s brood: he was rebellious, outspoken, and deeply resentful of his tough treatment at the hands of his father. Alberta often got on her knees and prayed with Jeanne that Rev. Gay would stop beating Marvin. But the beatings continued, often with Rev. Gay  increasing the psychological terror by making Marvin wait an hour or more after telling him he would be whipped. As it turned out, Marvin was also a gifted musician and singer who began performing in his father’s church at the tender age of two. Since Rev. Gay earned very little as a pastor, his wife was the family’s chief breadwinner, working as a domestic in Maryland and Virginia.5 Nevertheless, he physically and psychologically abused his wife and children.

As they got older, the Gay children were prohibited from enjoying too much camaraderie with the neighborhood children, largely a function of Pentecostal religious practices—for instance, they subscribed to a branch of faith that worshipped on Saturday. Still, Marvin managed to forge relations with a few friends, some of whom would later join him in his local musical adventures in doo-wop groups as a teen. He excelled with his musical gifts, gaining confidence in his vocal abilities and in his skill on the piano and drums. Marvin entered talent contests at junior high school, singing not his father’s religious music, but the sweet strains of popular singers like Johnny Ray. He listened to black musical greats such as Jesse Belvin and Nat King Cole, while also admiring the likes of Perry Como and Frank Sinatra. Marvin’s early ambition to sing popular standards—rather than R & B—began during this time.

When Marvin entered Cardozo High School, he met other teens who loved music and formed a group that included Reese Palmer, Sondra Lattisaw, James Hopps, Vernon Christian, and Leon MacMickens.6 As the DC Tones, they sang doo-wop, a fact that greatly displeased Rev. Gay, who looked with disdain on the “boogie-woogie” music. Marvin had become a tall, handsome youth who was polite and painfully shy. He desired  to participate in athletics, but his father didn’t allow his children a great deal of freedom on the streets. Still, Marvin managed to sneak to matinee shows at the Howard Theater to see black stars like Clyde McPhatter, Jackie Wilson, the Spaniels, the Dells, the Platters, and James Brown. Marvin was awed by their fame and freedom and vowed to be bigger than them all.7


As Marvin experienced growing tension at home—his father’s merciless beatings began to let up, only to increase the psychic terror he imposed—he realized he would never fulfill his artistic potential if he remained in his father’s vicious orbit. At 17, a year before graduation, Marvin dropped out of school and joined the Air Force. But the military proved to be as equally disastrous as it was chafing under the brutality of his father. Marvin didn’t adapt well to authority, and found himself constantly challenging his superiors. He joined the military in Virginia and underwent basic training in San Antonio, Texas, before going to Cheyenne, Wyoming for further training. He was soon sent to Kansas to peel potatoes for Food Supply, which increased his feelings of humiliation. He began to frequent the nightclubs in the area, and had his first sexual experience at a local black whorehouse. In the meantime, Marvin reported late to duty several times, and otherwise bucked the authority of his commanders. He was arrested one night by the Military Police for being in an “unauthorized area.” Finally, after an abysmal record of “continually absent[ing] himself without permission,” Marvin was given an honorable discharge less than a year after he joined the Air Force.8


Marvin returned to Washington and his family, but he only stayed a few days. He could no longer abide his father’s controlling and abusive behavior, and moved in with a female friend,  “Peasie” Adams, who was married and living in a nearby apartment. His old friend Reese Palmer from the DC Tones was busy organizing another group, assembled from local singers, and invited Marvin to join them. Their group was named the Marquees. Soon after forming in 1957, they had a meeting with famed singer Bo Diddley, who was dating a mutual friend. Diddley introduced the Marquees to the Okeh label, a subsidiary of Columbia Records. Palmer had written a song, “Wyatt Earp,” and on the strength of his composition, the group was offered a contract from Columbia. Since Marvin was under 21, he needed a guardian’s approval to sign the contract. Rev. Gay refused, and forbade his wife from signing, too. Not to be deterred, Reese Palmer forged Rev. Gay’s signature, and the Marquees were under contract.

“Wyatt Earp” failed to become a hit, and the group had to seek employment to support their music. Marvin became a caddy for local golf-courses, and took on a second job with Palmer at a Washington commissary, where the duo was eventually fired for singing on the job. In the People’s Drug Store, Marvin encountered racism in public for the first time since his days in the military—he was kicked out because it served whites. Although his life in the black ghetto had been shaped by white supremacy, this was Marvin’s first face-to-face encounter with the institution of bigotry.

But fate smiled on Marvin and his comrades when they met up with the Moonglows, a famed doo-wop group that came to town for a week-long engagement at the Howard Theater. Marvin managed his way backstage and pleaded with Moonglows leader Harvey Fuqua to listen to the Marquees. As soon as he heard them, Fuqua was convinced of their talent,  and Marvin’s timing couldn’t have been better—the Moonglows were torn by internal discord and were on the verge of breaking up. When the group disbanded, Fuqua hired the Marquees to form the new group Harvey and the Moonglows.9


Marvin moved with his musical mates to Chicago, where Harvey rehearsed the group and sharpened their musical instincts and deepened their harmonic vocabularies. It was while he toured and rehearsed that Marvin honed and shaped his trademark background harmonies. After putting them through their paces, Harvey taught the group the Moonglows’ old songs, and led his new charges on tours across the nation. Marvin got his first taste of real freedom, and even began to smoke pot and enjoy sex with women he’d meet on the road. One night, the group was busted for possessing drugs, which—along with the change in popular musical tastes in R & B from doo-wop to a harder sound—lead very shortly to their demise. But Harvey, as before, was angling to take Marvin, the most vocally gifted of the group, and use him to land even bigger contacts. Fuqua had already been hired by Leonard Chess, of Chess Records, to help Anna Records, a Detroit label it had been distributing.10 Anna Records was owned by Billy Davis and his girlfriend Gwen Gordy. The label was named after Gwen’s sister Anna. One of Davis’s writing partners was Berry Gordy, who started Motown Records in 1959 with an $800 loan from his family.

Harvey and the Moonglows’ last shows occurred in 1959 at Detroit’s Twenty Grand Club. Fuqua invited Billy Davis and Gwen and Berry Gordy to watch the Moonglows perform. Berry Gordy had already written some hits—including “Reet Peteet” for Jackie Wilson—and Fuqua was strategizing to lure the  dynamic songwriter with his musical bait, Marvin Gaye. That night, Marvin met Anna Gordy, who eventually became his first wife, even though she was 17 years his senior. Marvin and Anna shared a passionate, stormy, and complex relationship. At times, their love turned violent, and they engaged in some very public spats and even physically fought each other. Both also were guilty of infidelity, even as they continued to proclaim a strong love.

Later, at the first Christmas party for Tamla, a Motown label, Berry was urged by Gwen (who would later marry Fuqua) to meet the young man whose phenomenal gifts were already creating a buzz. Marvin performed “Mr. Sandman” for Gordy, who was immediately impressed by the young singer. In his autobiography, To Be Loved, Gordy determined right there that he wanted Marvin on his label, but he didn’t tell him immediately. He didn’t know how they’d get along, and he had to keep the upper hand. Eventually Fuqua, without Marvin’s knowledge, sold his interest in Gaye to Gordy. Marvin was now a Motown artist. And it was at Motown that Marvin’s incredible musical talents, as a collaborator and as a soloist, would flourish.

 



 



To understand Marvin Gaye’s majestic achievements, one must grasp a seeming contradiction: he produced his best music in collaboration with others. “The genius of Marvin Gaye is the genius of those of us who were able to collaborate with him and help him to achieve his goals,” says Art Stewart, a superb engineer who worked with Gaye on some of his finest recordings.  Gaye’s collaborations took many forms. He reworked words to a song begun by a fellow lyricist. He completed vocal gestures hinted at by another singer. He tapped into the energy and extended the vibration of another musician. He mapped musical secrets locked in his own soul through the charts of a composer, since he could neither read nor write music. He pried loose deeper dimensions of his sensuality in partnership with sensitive producers. Or he lay prostrate on a couch singing in the studio as an engineer captured an artist exploring his multiple voices. In all of these ways and more, Marvin’s art thrived on communal cooperation.

“You can’t touch what Marvin did,” says Harry Weinger, a Universal/Motown VP whose prodigious scholarship in the company’s vaults has produced deluxe editions of three of Gaye’s classic albums: What’s Going On, Let’s Get It On, and I Want You. “But I think I understand why he found it so inviting to work with other people. I love to write, but it’s a struggle. If you give me something somebody has already written, I love to edit it; I can work that thing up and make it go. With Marvin, I think his mind was at times distracted, since he was full of so much that he couldn’t quite focus. When Leon Ware, for instance, brought him a melody and charts and an idea [for I Want You], it helped him to focus and say, ‘I can work with that.’”

Marvin’s methods of creation appear to echo Berry Gordy’s efforts to harness the musical genius of urban black America. Gordy sought to transform the blueprint of Henry Ford’s automobile empire into an ebony musical kingdom. Motown Records Corporation adapted the assembly line as a metaphor for producing hit records. Gordy fixed on elements that made  cars and musical careers sleek and appealing: regularity and efficiency of production; mechanical and technical brilliance wed to aesthetic value; the elevation of a system that, with few exceptions, credits the product, not its creators; and an obsessive attention to quality control. In the flawed genius of both Ford and Gordy, the quality of their control was paramount.11


But Gaye’s outsized talent and ferocious hunger for independence routinely cut against Gordy’s formula, especially in his mature artistry. Marvin’s career can be divided in many ways—solo efforts versus duets with female singers; the sides he recorded with the legendary team of Holland-Dozier-Holland in contrast to his work for gifted songwriter-producer Norman Whitfield; or his sixties music versus his seventies-era songs. But the simplest way to chart his artistic freedom is to consider the event that separated both territory and time in Gaye’s musical universe: the 1971 release of What’s Going On, arguably the greatest pop album ever recorded. Before that album, Gaye bitterly fought to abide by his rules. After its release, even though he still raged against the machine, his eccentric path was oiled by the recognition that, at least for a spell, the Zeitgeist rested on his book of musical prophecy. He was Hegel with a downbeat. (Of course, it can’t be denied that the seismic shift in Gaye’s perception in the culture with that album may at times obscure the compelling work he did before and after his signal achievement.) In the guise of towering auteur, Marvin Gaye worked only when he was inspired, spoke mostly when he had something to say, introduced race and politics into the music of a company hell-bent on crossing over to white America, and gave acknowledgement to other artists in a world ruled by creative anonymity, save for its biggest stars.

“I sometimes resent artists getting all the credit, because although they may have phenomenal voices, they didn’t write those phenomenal songs,” says Johnny Bristol, a gifted singer-songwriter-producer who worked with Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell on the duo’s first two hits. “Nor did they produce them. If they could have, they would not have needed us. So it’s very sad that the people who are behind the scenes doing all the hard work, and staying up late at night and weekends to have the product ready for the artists when they come back off their money-making tour [don’t get credit]. All [the artist] had to do was walk in and say, ‘Here’s the paper and I’ll sing the song.’ The producer’s already written the song, produced it, got with the arranger, stayed up nights trying to finish it and get it ready. And yet they bend over and take more bows than any one person should bend over that far to do. You deserve credit for what you’ve done, but don’t ignore the people who helped make it possible for you to be exposed in that light.” Ironically, Gaye subverted the rules while actually fulfilling the spirit of collective creativity on which Motown’s musical philosophy rested. In a way, he enlivened Motown’s ideals by resisting its practices.

Before Marvin found his groove in collaborative creativity, he experienced the ups and downs of any young singer searching for his true voice and style. He found plenty of company in the artists who made up Gordy’s “Sound of Young America,” as the founder took to calling the rhythms spilling out of Motown. Marvin Gaye and his compatriots were grateful to have a place to work and fashion their musical destinies. Often their eagerness and inexperience caused Motown’s young artists to ignore their best interests. Many artists even toured without first ironing out the terms of their compensation. “We used to get on the  bus and we hadn’t seen a contract,” says Gladys Horton, a lead singer for the Marvelettes. “We didn’t know how much money we were making. That would never happen in this day and time. Berry had a bunch of teenagers. You’re very powerful in your teenage years; you want something. He was able to capitalize on that.”

What many of the youth wanted was a chance to become stars. Some of them got to shine at Hitsville, U.S.A., the two-story house at 2648 West Grand Boulevard in Detroit that Gordy converted into Motown’s first headquarters and studio. But opportunity was costly. “When I met Raynoma (Gordy’s wife) and Berry, they weren’t on West Grand Boulevard yet,” says Louvain Demps, a member of the Andantes, the backup singing group for Motown that appeared on over 20,000 recordings. “They were in a duplex on Dexter Avenue. That’s where they started out, because they didn’t have a studio or anything. I met them, and became one of the Rayber Voices—the name came from the combination of Raynoma and Berry—when they said you could pay them a hundred dollars and they’d record your music. Always scheming!”

As a 19-year-old aspiring singer, Demps took them up on their offer. She sang backing vocals with the Rayber Voices on the company’s first release, Marv Johnson’s “Come to Me,” issued on Motown’s Tamla label in 1959. During this time, the company got new digs, first renting, and then buying the eight room house. “I went with Ray before they purchased the property and were still looking at it. Later, when they purchased it, Gordy went to work over there fixing it up as his studio.” If Berry Gordy was the midwife of black musical aspiration, then Motown was his hospital. Hitsville was the delivery room. That  may sound hokey, but Hitsville was the birthplace for watershed moments in the cultural imagination: the simple eloquence of Smokey Robinson’s lyrics, which led Bob Dylan to dub him “America’s greatest living poet”; the transcendental musings of Stevie Wonder, who was Emerson in dark shades; the Temptations’ elegant masculine vulnerability; the lyrical feminine yearning of the Supremes; and Gaye’s deft explorations of social and sexual identity.

At the beginning of his Motown career, Marvin was neither interested in embracing the raucous sentiments of rock and roll nor sweetening the strains of soul music. Instead, he yearned to swim in the streams of popular music that buoyed the art of America’s greatest balladeers.12 “He wanted to be the next Nat King Cole and Frank Sinatra,” says Claudette Robinson, the still-gorgeous former member of the Miracles. “He had such a smooth, silky type of voice.” Her praise resounds because Robinson was married for a quarter century to Miracles lead singer Smokey Robinson. His cascading falsetto is one of the most recognizable vocal signatures in pop music.

Janie Bradford, who was Hitsville’s first receptionist, and who penned “Money (That’s What I Want)” with Berry Gordy, agrees with Robinson. “I loved him doing that style, because as you notice, even with R & B he wasn’t all over the stage,” Bradford says. “He was just this quiet singer.” Warren “Pete” Moore, another member of the Miracles, remembers the first time he and renowned vocalist Chuck Jackson heard Gaye’s ethereal tones. “One day, me and Chuck went by Hitsville,” Moore recalls. “We went into the office, and the studio door was open, and we heard this voice—I hadn’t met Marvin at this point—and he was singing some dreamy stuff, because at that  time Marvin wanted to be the next Nat King Cole. We walked into the control room, and Chuck, who is good, asked, ‘Who is this guy?’ Chuck made a statement that I’ll never forget. He said, ‘Man, this guy has got the prettiest voice I have ever heard in my life.’”

Despite the good impression Gaye made on Moore and Jackson, his periodic recording visits to the standards catalogue failed to click with a broader public. His first Motown album, 1961’s The Soulful Moods of Marvin Gaye, featured classic tunes like “(I’m Afraid) the Masquerade Is Over,” “My Funny Valentine,” and “How High the Moon,” and legendary songwriters like Irving Berlin, Cole Porter, and Rodgers & Hart. It was largely ignored. Decades later, the album was panned because Gaye’s delivery “is so smooth it’s virtually soulless,” and although most “of the album is standards,” he “doesn’t do them justice.”13 Another critic was kinder, arguing that while “it is hardly the innovative” work contained in What’s Going On or  Let’s Get It On, “for the most part these are fine performances considering the versatile range of his voice and depth of feeling he brought to most of his performances.”14


In the coming years, Gaye would release A Tribute to the Great Nat King Cole (1965), a lovely testimonial to an enduring musical influence that at the time of its release was barely noticed. A year before, in 1964, he made When I’m Alone I Cry, which one critic dismissed as “only of interest to collectors” since on it Marvin proved “that he was a great soul singer, but a mediocre jazz vocalist.”15 Such a conclusion is unnecessarily harsh, especially in light of Gaye’s fine work on Vulnerable, finished in 1978, but released posthumously in 1997. On this work, Marvin embraces seven ballads surrounded by dense  string and brass orchestral arrangements of pianist-composer Bobby Scott. Gaye had taken a crack at this material before, in 1967, when he and Scott concluded that the singer wasn’t yet vocally mature enough to sublimely interpret songs like “The Shadow of Your Smile,” “This Will Make You Laugh,” and “Why Did I Choose You.” Marvin revisited the material in 1978 when he was more confident. Marvin’s command of vocal overdubbing, and his lovely shifts between his celestial falsetto, aching tenor and his gripping lower-register, gave his renditions depth and complexity.16 Marvin proved that he could use multiple vocals to enhance his R & B tunes and to bring fresh urgency to the standards. As one critic wrote, Vulnerable  showed that “Gaye could turn even the most hackneyed lounge-act tunes into forthright, spellbinding testimony.”17 His enlarged technique works poignantly on “She Needs Me.” After an overture of sweeping violins and sparkling harp tones garnished by wisps of fluttering flute, Marvin cries, in his natural tenor, “I love you.” One of his own background voices gently floats an “ooh” beneath his phrase. Later, Marvin effortlessly glides to the top of his sweetly wailing falsetto, declaring that his lover, appearances aside, needs him. His confidence is boosted by doo-wop blended harmonies—all supplied by Gaye. They spin the song into melodic fury, and even deeper into the mysteries of mutual attraction it proclaims. Unfortunately, in 1985, CBS Records released some of Gaye’s earlier, discarded, 1967 versions of the material on Romantically Yours.18


It wasn’t just on his studio efforts that the public failed to warm to Marvin’s ballad crooning; it crossed over to live performance. “We were in San Francisco right after Tammi Terell [who was Marvin’s most successful and beloved duet partner]  fell ill, and lovely Brenda Holloway was onstage with him, doing her part,” remembered legendary Motown artist Martha Reeves. “And between numbers, before she joined him, Marvin was trying to do a version of ‘Days of Wine and Roses.’ So you heard one guy holler out, ‘I don’t wanna hear that! I wanna hear ‘Stubborn Kind of Fellow’! You better sing ‘Hitch Hike.’ And the wine bottles flew up on the stage. I mean, they were really adamant about not wanting Marvin to sing ballads. They wanted to hear him do his groove thing. So he kind of turned his mind for a while back to the R & B thing, and laid the desire to sing ballads aside.”19


Ironically, it was Marvin’s treatment of standard tunes that first caught the ears of Chuck Jackson and Pete Moore. When they happened on Gaye in Hitsville’s “Snakepit”—so named because of the studio’s lower-level location, and for the intense competition among writers, arrangers, and artists—they heard him recording songs for When I’m Alone I Cry. Moore disagrees with critics who feel that Marvin lacked the skill to sing standards. “It’s a great work,” he says, referring to Gaye’s first effort. “I don’t know how many dudes even heard this album.” Harry Weinger thinks that while Gaye had a beautiful enough voice to record such music, in the sixties he lacked the experience to bring the tunes to life. “The key thing about Vulnerable is, had Marvin matured and got older and lived a little longer, and had different experiences, [he would have been more successful],” Weinger says. “He went back and refined the vocals over and over again. So when he saw himself that a sixties person could not really understand these songs, he had to go back and redo them. In the beginning, it’s just imitation, and he’s pleasant enough, and he has a wonderful voice. He can do ‘Witchcraft’  and ‘One More For The Road.’ But you’re playing the persona; you’re not living the material. Not in the sixties. I think if Marvin were around now he’d probably make a killer standards record. Can you imagine? Imagine Marvin at 60 [doing] ‘Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered,’ and ‘At Last’!”

Janie Bradford is more philosophical about why Gaye failed to strike fire on his version of these songs. The white musical establishment plays a big role. “Think about the times,” Bradford tells me. “Okay, they let Nat King Cole in, and we couldn’t keep him on TV because we did not have the money back then. They let him in, but they wouldn’t back him. So they could claim, ‘You can’t say we didn’t give you a show.’ So Marvin didn’t reach any status singing that kind of music. It was not his voice or his style or his personality. The timing was bad. And since Marvin Gaye is a black boy, in their minds, he’s got to sing R & B and rock and roll, and this kind of music. Their feeling was, ‘There was only one Nat King Cole. How can there be another?” Marvin was trapped by insidious racial politics whose rule was clear: One Negro at a time. Gaye’s stubbornness and artistic desire kept him hungry to master the standards. Nevertheless, he continued to release hit R & B singles and albums that crowned him Motown’s Prince.20


If collaboration was the order of his later career, it marked his earlier efforts, too, even if they were shaped more by company dictate than creative drive. Before What’s Going On, Marvin was assigned producers, songwriters, and singing partners. Still, whether by slow downs or periodically absenting himself from production, Marvin managed to squeeze a bit of control from Motown’s high-powered machinery. Marvin’s legendary stubbornness would prove as great a headache to the  company as its refusal to grant artistic freedom would be to its artists. Marvin ignored most pressures to bow at Motown’s procedural altar just because he was Berry Gordy’s brother-in-law. His near kinship simply spurred him to greater demands for artistic breathing room. “Marvin played the drums, he played the keyboard, he played a melodica, he played any synthesized instrument that was invented at the time, and made a lot of tracks on his own,” says Martha Reeves. “There’re one or two songs that we recorded behind him where he actually played the footboard of the Hammond B3 organ. And he had his own groove. He would stay in the studio for hours to get the groove that he was hoping for, and he enticed the musicians to come go with him in some of the things he was doing. He had to face a lot of opposition from Berry Gordy, who had never really let any artist have their way and do their own thing. But Marvin insisted. And I don’t think it was because [Berry] was his brother-in-law. I think it was because he was a profound artist who wanted and knew what he could do. He wanted to do things his way.” If he couldn’t sing like Sinatra for a living, at least he could emulate the artist in carving his own niche in the musical stratosphere.

Gaye’s genius broke down many barriers, not only in the broader culture, but at his musical address. Among Motown artists, Marvin Gaye might be considered their Curt Flood—the black baseball player whose pioneering efforts to choose the team he wanted to play for resulted in free agency in the big leagues.21 Marvin’s insistence on listening to his own voice and clearing his own path earned him a level of artistic liberty that benefited others. No artist stood to gain more from Gaye’s efforts than Motown prodigy Stevie Wonder. It was because of  Gaye’s trailblazing exploits, and Stevie’s talents, that Wonder signed a lucrative contract and won artistic freedom when he turned 21. “I think Stevie Wonder and Marvin Gaye were the most talented artists at Motown Records,” Martha Reeves says, “because they could produce themselves, and they knew how to get along with the Funk Brothers (Motown’s in-house backing band of stellar musicians). And they knew how to get them to play what they wanted. But Marvin’s creative genius shows in a lot of the notes that he had singers to sing, and some of the string parts that he invented himself and composed. These are indications that he had a higher level of artistry and thinking than most.”

Still, there is little doubt that Marvin’s gold records during his first heyday at Motown resulted from his striking gold in the artists, songwriters, arrangers and producers with whom he collaborated. He started as a studio session drummer, but won the opportunity to show his wares because of his undeniable talent, good looks, Gordy family connections, and amiable personality. “When I was a secretary, I had to call drummers on the list,” recalls Martha Reeves of her duties of supplying studio musicians for recording dates. “When Benny Benjamin wasn’t available, I would call this man named Marvin, who had been traveling with Smokey Robinson as his backup drummer. And he would come in, and he’d wear this straw hat on his eyes. He had this pipe in his mouth most of the time, and he wore sunglasses, so you couldn’t really see his face. He didn’t say much of anything but, ‘Hey, baby,’ or ‘Hi, baby.’ He always referred to you in a sweetheart name, and never called you by your name. And he’d come in and do the sessions and quietly go home. He was always on call.” Gaye’s legendary lack of promptness began  long before he found worldwide acclaim. “If the session was at one o’clock, you’d have to tell him it was 11:30, and he might  make it by 2 o’clock,” Reeves says with a chuckle. “He was a guy who was habitually late in showing up, but when he showed up, he brought all his goodness with him.”

Gaye’s failure to become a black Sinatra only enhanced his standing at Motown. His transition from standards balladeer to gritty soul singer was jump-started by his teaming with Martha and the Vandellas, who sang backup on his fourth Motown single, 1962’s “Stubborn Kind of Fellow.” Gaye would later return the favor for the group when he contributed to and supplied the all-important title on their career-defining hit, 1964’s “Dancing in the Streets.” “When he first started out, [his music] was nice and mellow,” Louvain Demps recalls of Marvin’s work. “It was not really what you would call a money maker, because it really wasn’t what Berry would call his thing. Berry’s favorite saying was, ‘Keep everything in the pocket.’ He wanted that harder kind of sound. I think Martha Reeves and the Vandellas helped him in that area, because they had a different kind of sound. If you listen to their records, their sound was punchy and sharp, and the Andantes’ was more sweet and flowing.” The Andantes’ sweet sound would bless Marvin’s 1964 single, “How Sweet It Is (To Be Loved By You),” but for now, a more propulsive energy was sought.

“I did sing backup for him, non-payable,” says Martha Reeves, who in 1989 successfully sued Motown for back royalties. “We loved him so, and we were proud to sing with Marvin on ‘Stubborn Kind of Fellow’ and on ‘Pride and Joy’ (released as a single in 1963). A lot of girls competed with us after that. I think the Supremes did some backup for him, and the  Andantes sort of took over, but we were the first girls to give Marvin a hit.” Reeves acknowledges that it was their sharper sound that fueled Gaye’s stirring and gritty performance on “Stubborn Kind of Fellow.” The proof is in the song’s first line. After a brief but pungent background intro of gospel-tight harmonies from Martha and the Vandellas, Gaye cries at the top of his tenor range, “say yeah, yeah, yeah.” Then, begging for repetition, he coarsely pleads, “one more time.” A new Marvin Gaye was born.

“ ‘Stubborn Kind of Fellow’ was an immediate hit,” Reeves acknowledged. “And we stood there on that microphone, standing in back of him, because there were only three tracks at that time—the musicians were on one track, the mixing was done on one track and the singing was on one track—and coaxed him to sing in that strong, powerful voice that he delivered on ‘Stubborn Kind of Fellow,’ and that he continued on ‘Hitch Hike’ (released later in 1962 as the follow-up single to “Stubborn”) and ‘Pride and Joy,’ establishing his style as the resident blues singer. He wanted at first to be a balladeer. And we sort of knew that, so we stood behind him and egged him on and gave him a little bit of our soul and spirit. I grew up singing in my grandfather’s church, and when we started singing behind Marvin it was like gospel. And all he had to do was remember what he learned in his father’s church. Just get a couple of ‘Oh, Lord’s’ in there, and come on with the feeling that was supposed to be on the songs. That made them popular, and made them sell.”

The success of “Stubborn Kind of Fellow,” (written by Marvin, Mickey Stevenson, Motown’s A&R head, and George Gordy, Berry’s brother), “Hitch Hike,” (penned by Marvin,  Stevenson, and Clarence Paul), and “Pride and Joy,” which he wrote with Stevenson and Norman Whitfield, inaugurated a period of commercial acclaim for Marvin. His songs scaled the pop rankings and stormed the R & B charts. Although “Stubborn” was about a man determined to love a woman who was unmoved by his charms—supported by an entrancing mid-tempo shuffle and a floating flute solo—it might as well have been a song boasting Gaye’s resistance to a marketplace that scuttled true artistry.22 “Hitch Hike” was a throb of high energy rhythms that characterized the dance of the same name. The tune permitted Gaye and his collaborators to cash in on the trend of making songs tied to dances like the Hully Gully, the Fly, the Pony, the Limbo, the Cha-Cha, the Sway, the Fish, the Frug, the Shake, the Locomotion, and the Mashed Potato.23  “Pride and Joy” was an up-tempo jaunt. Marvin plumbed his bass voice behind a grinding gospel groove and walking bass line to proclaim pride in his lover. It was meant to soothe and placate his wife Anna Gordy Gaye. Her jealousy, driven in part by their big age difference, lay behind some very public arguments. “Pride and Joy” was Marvin’s reassurance to his wife that he loved her despite their occasional clashes.

In the midst of Marvin’s success with Stevenson, which made him Motown’s most accomplished act behind the Miracles, he was passed along to Holland-Dozier-Holland. This trio of singers-songwriters-producers consisted of brothers Brian and Eddie Holland, and Lamont Dozier, who went on to make some notable records of his own in the seventies. Marvin felt that he was more victim than beneficiary of Gordy’s production philosophy.24 He openly fought with Berry, chafing at being made a cog in Motown’s hit machinery.25 Despite his differences  with Gordy, Marvin settled down to working with Holland-Dozier-Holland, and developed a genuinely collaborative relationship with the team as he grew to appreciate their talents. Marvin’s first song with the trio was 1963’s “Can I Get a Witness,” a tune steeped in church backbeats and bathed in gospel piano riffs. On “Witness,” the first Marvin Gaye song I remember hearing as a five-year-old, Marvin alternated between sweet and gritty vocals. He decried an undependable lover while begging for affirmation in the song’s title phrase. “Can I get a witness?” is often tossed out by black preachers hunting for verbal feedback from their congregations. After “Witness” hit the 15th spot on the R & B charts, and number 22 on the pop charts, Marvin enjoyed a banner year in 1964 with a string of Holland-Dozier-Holland hits, including “You’re a Wonderful One,” “How Sweet It Is (To Be Loved By You),” and “Baby Don’t You Do It.” And then, just as quickly as they’d come to produce Gaye, Holland-Dozier-Holland moved on to work with the Four Tops and the Supremes, writing ten number one hits for Motown’s most feted girl group.

Marvin’s collaboration with Holland-Dozier-Holland gave him valuable knowledge about his vocal gifts. If Mickey Stevenson and Martha and the Vandellas put him in touch with his gospel roots, then Holland-Dozier-Holland forced him to stretch vocally by reaching for notes at the top register of his natural singing voice. They cast the songs in higher keys to get the desired performance from Gaye, a lesson he put to brilliant use on later classics like Let’s Get It On. In 1965, Marvin gained another collaborator he had long admired for his artistic genius and business savvy: Smokey Robinson. Robinson was not only the sweet voiced leader of Motown’s biggest act at the time, but  he was also a vice president and significant force in the company’s A&R department. He and Marvin were fast friends.26  “When we moved into our first house, which I think was about 1962, he lived around the corner from our home with Anna,” Claudette Robinson explains. “And he would often come by the house and just sit around the dining room table and talk. He was a confidant in many ways.” Marvin also bonded with the Miracles on the road during tours in the early sixties after he played drums on some of Motown’s early songs. “Marvin was kind of bopping around, helping out artists, being a hell of a drummer and piano player as well,” notes Miracles member Pete Moore. “So Smokey and I said, ‘This guy is good.’ So we took Marvin on the road in 1961 for about three or four months. And then one day he told us he didn’t want to go out on the road anymore, and that he wanted to pursue his career as a singer.”

By the time Robinson began working with Gaye in 1965, they were familiar with each other’s musical tastes and talents. Berry Gordy hoped that Marvin’s work with Robinson might finally land him at the top of the charts. “Berry went to candidly talking one day at a production meeting,” Moore says. “He wanted Smokey to do some songs with Marvin to increase his popularity. All those songs, ‘Stubborn Kind of Fellow,’ ‘Hitch Hike,’ ‘Can I Get A Witness,’ were big songs, but they didn’t really get Marvin over as a superstar. Smokey called me one day and said, ‘Hey man, I’m working with Marvin,’ and so we worked together. In those days, we worked at Smokey’s house a lot. He had an upstairs room with a piano. Our co-writer at the time was a guy named Marvin Tarplin, who was the Miracles guitar player. The three of us wrote some pretty impressive songs during the course of our songwriting career as 
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