James Brown believed he could do anything he set his mind to and, for about 25 years, he was right. As the man who invented funk music and rewrote the vocabulary of live performance, he was a hurricane sweeping through American music. As a businessman, activist and celebrity, he was courted by the White House and called “the most important black man in America.” In his head, he was always wrestling with Elvis for the crown of American music; in terms of consistency, power, imagination and influence, he won. The Godfather of Soul, The Hardest Working Man in Show Business, Soul Brother No. 1, Mr. Dynamite, Mr. Please Please Please, Sex Machine, The Minister of New New Super Heavy Funk, was the greatest American pop musician of the 20th century.

THE MUSICIAN

Brown was a decade into his career — already a major hit-maker, concert draw and pioneer of a dynamic new form of soul music — when, in May 1967, he got his band together to record “Cold Sweat.” Honing the ideas he developed on earlier singles “Out of Sight” and “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag,” this would be the world’s official introduction to funk, still the most locomotive genre of music ever developed. Brown stripped away melody, harmony, chord changes — pretty much everything but rhythm — and treated every instrument like a drum, including his own howls and grunts. Celebrated producer Jerry Wexler witnessed the impact of “Cold Sweat” on musicians. “It just freaked them out. No one could get a handle on what to do next.”

Brown wrote by pounding out rhythms and humming riffs to his band members, letting them either rise to the occasion or fail and be fired. Individual players, who often felt underappreciated, made vital contributions, but it was Brown who made it all happen. The key was the beat he called “The One.” No matter how wild and avant-garde his drummers got over the next few years, they always had to hit that first downbeat hard, and that’s what kept everyone dancing. His biographer RJ Smith calls him “a drummer’s drummer, a master of time.”
Brown hit the R&B charts 119 times and the pop charts 94 times, more than anyone except Elvis. His funk innovations were vitally important to a wide array of music, including Sly & the Family Stone, The Temptations, Nigeria’s Fela Kuti, Parliament/Funkadelic, the ‘70s funk boom, Miles Davis’s fusion albums, Talking Heads, Gang of Four and Prince.

But you didn’t have to play an instrument to learn from James Brown. With the invention of cheap, efficient samplers in the ‘80s, hip-hop producers feasted on his back catalogue, making the Funky Drummer breakbeat, played by Clyde Stubblefield, the most sampled piece of music ever. Hits built on Brown’s foundations included “Bring the Noise” (Public Enemy), “Fool’s Gold” (the Stone Roses) and “Freedom ‘90” (George Michael). Even without direct sampling, his philosophy of rhythm over melody is woven into the DNA of hip-hop and every form of dance music. As drummer John “Jabo” Starks once said, “When you hear a groove, you hear part of James Brown.”

THE PERFORMER

Of James Brown’s 1964 TAMI Show performance, producer Rick Rubin calls the explosive 18-minute set “the single greatest rock ’n’ roll performance ever captured on film,” and Mick Jagger, one of GET ON UP’s producers, was just one star who picked up stagecraft tips.

Back then, Brown was touring 300 days a year, with up to five shows a day. His shows were heavily stylised with careful attention to ritual and precision, but they conveyed raw power, as if he was wrenching the music out of his body. He sweated so hard that he lost weight during each show and had an IV drip backstage for rehydration. Yet he was also vain and image-conscious, designing his own outlandish stage costumes. “Hair and teeth,” he once said. “A man got those two things he got it all.”

He was incontestably the greatest dancer in pop until Michael Jackson unveiled the moonwalk, and he can even take some credit for that because Jackson had been studying Brown’s moves since childhood. Today, younger stars such as Janelle Monáe draw on the energy, discipline and dynamite charisma of James Brown. As he demanded on “Super Bad”: “Watch me!”

THE POLITICIAN

Brown was the only 60s star to be courted by Democrats, Republicans and Black Panthers. In 1968 alone, he entertained troops in Vietnam, campaigned with Democratic presidential candidate Hubert Humphrey, and urged outraged African-Americans not to riot after the assassination of Martin Luther King. His commanding show in Boston was credited with saving the city from the wave of riots engulfing America. And all this in a year when he released seven albums and a dozen singles, including the game-changing “Say It Loud — I’m Black and I’m Proud.” Recorded as a response to the Black Power movement, that song was the first to explicitly address race, inspiring other black artists to follow suit. His lyrics funnelled the slang and slogans of black America from the streets to the charts — another way in which he anticipated hip-hop.

Brown was no radical. He believed that power came through money, not revolution, and urged his fans to commit to education and hard work, a philosophy summed up in his hit “I Don’t Want Nobody to Give Me Nothing (Open Up the Door, I’ll Get It Myself).” But he was proudly black. He demanded that politicians provide housing, healthcare and jobs. He employed and mentored the young Reverend Al Sharpton, whom he saw as the James Brown of politics. Despite his obsession with the bottom line, he turned down $3 million to play in South Africa under apartheid.

As he tested the political limits of star power, even his mistakes were educational. Modern stars learn from the way he alienated his black fanbase by supporting President Nixon and struggled to deal with the scrutiny that his power attracted. A figure like Jay-Z, innovator, entrepreneur and campaigner, is following in James Brown’s footsteps while dodging some of the potholes.

THE MAN

In the late ‘60s, James Brown liked to say that he used to shine shoes outside a radio station and now he owned a radio station. His odds-defying rise from dirt-poor origins was always a point of pride. How many people born in one-room shacks end up topping the charts and talking to presidents? His classic story of perseverance and self-empowerment continues to resonate, especially in hip-hop, as does its flipside, the drama and tragedy in his personal life. While his music was relentlessly on-message, his life was a great deal messier. Because he achieved so much with so little help, he persuaded himself that he was the exception to every rule and felt pained whenever he was proven wrong. But whatever his failings and limitations, he made himself, through sheer hard work and self-belief, into a cultural giant who still casts a very long shadow.
