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UNLOCKING THE GROOVE: A
DEEP DIVE INTO BILLIE JEAN
MICHAEL JACKSON CHORDS

When discussing  the  pantheon  of  pop
music,  few  songs  command the  same
level  of  respect,  influence,  and  sheer
dance-floor  energy  as  Michael  Jackson's
"Billie  Jean."  Released  in  1983  as  the
second single from his landmark album
Thriller,  the  track  is  a  masterclass  in
minimalist production, rhythmic tension,
and  unforgettab le  melody.  For
musicians,  guitarists,  and  keyboard
players  alike,  learning  the  Billie  Jean
Michael  Jackson chords  is  a  rite  of
passage.  I t  i s  not  merely  about
memorizing  a  few  basic  shapes;  it  is
about understanding how a deceptively
simple harmonic structure can underpin
one  of  the  most  iconic  basslines  and
vocal  performances  in  music  history.
This article will provide a comprehensive
guide to the chords, the theory behind
them,  and  the  techniques  required  to
p lay  th is  t imeless  c lass ic  w i th
authenticity  and  feel.
Before we get into the specific fingerings
and  progressions,  it  is  important  to
appreciate why the Billie Jean Michael
Jackson  chords  are  so  distinctive.
Unlike many pop songs of the era that
relied  on  complex  jazz-influenced
harmonies,  "Billie  Jean"  is  built  on  a
single,  repeating  chord  vamp  for  the
majority  of  the  track.  This  harmonic
stasis creates a hypnotic, almost trance-

like  effect,  allowing  the  groundbreaking
bassline and Jackson's vocal acrobatics
to take center stage. The genius lies not
in chord changes every four bars, but in
the subtle shifts of color and tension that
occur within a very limited framework.
For any aspiring musician, mastering this
chord  progression  is  an  exercise  in
groove,  restraint,  and  the  power  of  a
single key.

The Core
Progression: The
Heart of the
Song
At its most fundamental level, the song
is  rooted  in  the  key  of  F ♯  minor.
However,  due  to  the  specific  voicings
and  instrumental  arrangement,  many
guitarists  find  it  easier  to  play  using  a
capo or by transposing. For this guide,
we will focus on the most common and
accessible interpretation for  guitar  and
piano:  playing  in  the  key  of  E  minor
(which sounds as F♯ minor when a capo
is placed on the second fret). If you play
without a capo, you can play the shapes
directly.  The  primary  Billie  Jean
Michael Jackson chords for the verse
and  chorus  sections  are  Em and  Am.
That is correct – the entire song, from
the iconic bass intro to the final fade-out,
centers almost exclusively on these two
chords.
Let us examine the progression in detail.
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The main riff and verse use an Em chord
(022000 for standard guitar tuning) that
is  often played with a slight  variation.
Many guitarists incorporate a G note on
the sixth string (3rd fret) while keeping
the Em shape,  creating an Em7 or an
Em(add9)  sound.  However,  the  true
magic lies in the rhythm. The bassline,
played by Louis  Johnson on a Yamaha
P-8 synthesizer, outlines an Em for four
bars, then moves to an Am for four bars,
before  returning.  This  back-and-forth
motion  between  the  tonic  (i)  and  the
subdominant (iv) is the entire harmonic
foundation. Here is the basic sequence:

Bars 1-4: E minor (Em)
Bars 5-8: A minor (Am)
Bars 9-12: E minor (Em)
Bars 13-16: A minor (Am)

This sequence repeats for the verse, the
pre-chorus buildup, and even the chorus
itself.  The  difference  in  sections  comes
from  the  vocal  melody,  production
dynamics,  and  the  addition  of  the
famous  string  synth  lines,  but  the
chordal  bedrock  remains  unchanged.
Learning  the  Billie  Jean  Michael
Jackson  chords  means  developing  a
deep  internalization  of  this  two-chord
groove.

Voicings and
Variations for
Authenticity
While the basic Em and Am chords are
straightforward, playing "Billie Jean" with
the  correct  feel  requires  specific
voicings. On guitar, the open Em is fine,
but  to  mimic  the  synth-bass  texture,
many players prefer a higher voicing or
a partial barre. A popular alternative is

to play the progression using a D shape
with a capo on the 2nd fret. This creates
a  very  bright,  jangly  tone  that  cuts
through a mix. If you use a capo on the
2nd fret, the chord shapes become:

Em shape (sounds as F♯m):
Place a capo on fret 2, then play
an open Em shape. The actual
chord becomes F♯ minor.
Am shape (sounds as Bm): With
the capo still on fret 2, play an
open Am shape. The actual chord
becomes B minor.

This  capo  version  is  very  common
among cover  artists  because  it  allows
the use of open strings, which ring out
beautifully.  However,  the  original
recording  is  in  F♯  minor.  For  those
without  a  capo,  you  can play  a  barre
chord at the 2nd fret (F♯m) and then a
Bm  barre  at  the  2nd  fret  (or  an  Am
shape barre at the 5th fret for Bm). The
choice  of  voicing  depends  on  your
instrument  and  arrangement.
On  piano,  the  Billie  Jean  Michael
Jackson chords are best played as root
position Em (E-G-B) and Am (A-C-E) in
the left hand, while the right hand adds
the  iconic  synth  stabs  or  the  vocal
melody. For a more authentic synth-pop
sound,  many  keyboardists  use  a  third
inversion  or  add  a  seventh  tone.  For
example, an Em7 (E-G-B-D) or Am7 (A-C-
E-G) can be used, especially during the
pre-chorus where the tension builds.

The Iconic
Bassline and Its
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Relationship to
the Chords
No discussion of the Billie Jean Michael
Jackson  chords  would  be  complete
without  analyzing  the  bassline.  This  is
arguably the most recognizable bassline
in pop music history. The notes are not
random;  they  are  carefully  crafted
arpeggios of the underlying chords. The
bassline follows a pattern that outlines
the Em chord (E, G, B) and the Am chord
(A, C, E) with chromatic passing tones.
For the E minor section, the bass plays:
E, F♯, G, F♯, E, D♯, E (then repeats with
variations).  The  use  of  the  F♯  (the
second) and D♯ (the major seventh) are
what  give  the  line  its  unique  flavor.
These notes are not strictly part of the E
natural minor scale, which adds a Dorian
or  Mixolydian  inflection  depending  on
the  context.
When teaching guitar students the Billie
Jean Michael Jackson chords, I always
emphasize that your right-hand rhythm
(or left-hand if you are a bassist) must
lock  into  the  syncopation  of  that
bassline. The chords themselves are not
strummed  in  a  standard  down-up
pattern.  Instead,  they  are  played  as
muted, percussive stabs or as sustained
pads while the bass drives the groove. A
common mistake is to strum the chords
too heavily. Listen to the original track:
the guitar is barely audible as a chordal
instrument; it is mostly a clean, rhythmic
texture. The best approach is to play the
chords using a fingerstyle technique or a
very light pick, focusing on the off-beats.

Strumming
Patterns and
Rhythm Tips
To  capture  the  feel  of  the  song,  you
must understand the rhythmic signature.
"Billie  Jean"  is  in  4/4  time,  but  the
bassline  and  drums  create  a  strong
syncopation against  the backbeat.  The
famous drum intro by Ndugu Chancler is
a classic boom-bap pattern with a heavy
emphasis  on  the  second  and  fourth
beats.  When  playing  the  Billie  Jean
Michael Jackson chords on guitar, you
should  match  that  energy.  Here  is  a
simple strumming pattern that works:

Beat 1: Muted strum or no chord1.
(let the bass hit).
Beat 2: Full chord strum2.
(emphasis).
Beat 3: Muted or light upstroke.3.
Beat 4: Full chord strum4.
(emphasis).

Repeat. This creates the classic "chuck"
sound. Many guitarists also incorporate a
sixteenth-note pattern with ghost notes.
For  example:  down,  down-up,  down,
down-up,  where  the  first  downstroke  on
beat  1  is  muted.  This  mimics  the
syncopated bassline. The key is to keep
your hand moving constantly, even when
you are  not  hitting  strings.  If  you are
playing solo, you can also play the bass
notes  of  the  chord  (E  or  A)  on  the
downbeats and strum the full chord on
the upbeats.
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Chord Extensions
and Passing

Chords
While the main progression is only two
chords,  there  are  subtle  harmonic
variations  in  the  original  recording.
During  the  bridge  section  (the  "Billie
Jean is not my lover" part), the chords
remain the same, but the bassline shifts
to a higher register and the strings play
a counter-melody. However, if you listen
closely, there is a small descending line
that implies a C♯ diminished or a passing
chord in the background. For advanced
players, you can add an F♯m7b5 or a D
major chord as a passing chord between
the Em and Am sections, though this is a
stylistic  choice  and  not  part  of  the
original arrangement. The beauty of the
Billie Jean Michael Jackson chords is
their simplicity; adding too many chords
can ruin the hypnotic effect.
For  piano  players,  the  most  important
addition is the use of sustained notes.
The string section in the chorus holds a
high D and B, creating a suspension over
the  Em  chord,  effectively  making  it  an
Em11. You can replicate this by playing
an Em chord in the left hand and adding
a D and an A in  the right  hand.  This
creates  a  lush,  cinematic  texture  that
elevates  the  song  from  a  simple  pop
track to a masterpiece.

Common
Mistakes and

How to Avoid
Them
When learning the Billie Jean Michael
Jackson chords, many beginners make
the  same  errors.  First,  they  rush  the
tempo. The song has a tight, controlled
groove  at  around  117  BPM.  Use  a
metronome to lock in the syncopation.
Second,  they  ignore  the  muting.  The
original  track  is  extremely  clean;  any
buzzing or  ringing strings will  ruin the
polished sound. Practice palm-muting or
using  a  dampening  technique  to  keep
the chords tight.  Third,  they focus too
much on the chords and not enough on
the dynamics. The verses are quiet and
tense;  the  chorus  is  explosive.  Use  a
lighter touch on the verses and a heavier
attack on the chorus.
Another  mistake  is  neglecting  the
"breath"  between  chord  changes.  The
bassline has a slight gap before hitting
the new chord root. Wait for that gap.
When changing from Em to Am, do not
rush. Let the last note of the Em section
ring out for its full duration, then shift.
This rhythmic anticipation is what gives
the song its push-and-pull feel.

Applying the
Chord
Knowledge to
Your Own Playing
Once you have mastered the Billie Jean
Michael  Jackson  chords,  you  can
apply  the  same  harmonic  concept  to
other  songs  with  two-chord  vamps.  It



Billie Jean Michael Jackson Chords 5

5

teaches you the power of restraint. Many
of Michael Jackson's other hits, such as
"Beat  It"  (E  minor  to  A  major)  and
"Thriller" (C minor to A♭ major), also rely
on  minimal  chord  progressions.  By
internalizing the groove of "Billie Jean,"
you will develop a better sense of time,
articulation, and rhythmic phrasing. It is
also  a  fantastic  exercise  in  left-hand
finger  independence  for  pianists  and
right-hand  precision  for  guitarists.
If  you  are  performing  this  song  live,
consider  the  instrumentation.  A  lone
acoustic guitar can sound hollow playing
just  Em and  Am for  four  minutes.  To
compensate, use a percussive style, add
a looping pedal,  or  incorporate a bass
player.  Alternatively,  you can sing  the

bassline while  playing the chords.  The
iconic  "hee-hee"  vocal  fills  can  also  be
used to create interest. The Billie Jean
Michael  Jackson  chords  are  a
foundation upon which you can build a
complete  arrangement,  from  solo
acoustic  to  full  band.

Theory Deep-
Dive: Why This
Progression
Works So Well
From a music theory perspective, the


