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Painting is like the illustrated biography of Michael Jackson

 Enlarge By Bob Riha Jr., 
USA TODAY

A wall full of memories: 
Artist Kadir Nelson, left, and 
Jackie Jackson, Michael's 
brother, in front of the 9-by-
4.5-foot painting.

By Andrea Mandell, USA TODAY

LOS ANGELES — Michael Jackson always knew how to stir the pot.

Almost 18 months after the artist's death, fans have been speculating about the meaning behind the 
painting reprinted on the cover of Michael, Jackson's posthumous album out today. Jackson's 
brother Jackie and the artist, Kadir Nelson, shared the story behind the CD cover in an exclusive 
interview.

In 2003, while recording the song One More Chance, Jackson spotted a tribute painting of Marvin 
Gaye's life in Gaye's studio. The King of Pop immediately dialed Nelson. "He said, 'I want one 
about me, but I want it to be bigger,' " Nelson says. "He was always like that," Jackie adds with a 
grin. "He wanted things big."

But with Jackson's legal troubles mounting at the time, "it fell through the cracks," Nelson says.

VIDEO: Kadir Nelson, Jackie Jackson talk about album cover

Two weeks after Jackson's death in June 2009, the 9-by-41/2-foot painting was recommissioned by 
his estate. In the painting, a portion of which is reproduced on the CD jacket and will appear in 
promotional posters, trivia-savvy fans will spot a spaceship, harking back to Jackson's 1982 E.T. 
collaboration, and a floating golden gavel, a nod to his courtroom drama.

Jackson's children, Paris, Prince and "Blanket," appear in the painting multiple times. In one scene, 
they sit alongside Michael, his hand gripping a supersized water gun. Jackie says water guns were 
— and remain — a family favorite. "They've always got water guns down (at Hayvenhurst, the 
Jackson family home in Encino)," Jackie says, chuckling. "You have to be careful — they don't care 
what you're wearing."

Nelson painted a host of Jackson's famous friends into the piece, but audiences will never see 
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Elizabeth Taylor, Madonna, Oprah Winfrey and Debbie Rowe in reproductions. Nelson and Jackie 
say those famous folks withheld copyright permission and will be left out of released artwork. The 
most surprising refusal, Jackie says, was Taylor's. "All the things he's done for Liz Taylor," he 
murmurs, shaking his head. Who can be spotted in posters? Friends such as Naomi Campbell, 
Tatum O'Neal and ex-wife Lisa Marie Presley.

There are 50 representations of the pop star in the supersized painting to commemorate the years he 
lived. "I had to count every day to make sure I was right on," says Nelson, who included a crowned 
goldfish trapped inside a bubble in his final tally. "Michael was so popular, he lived (like a fish) in a 
bubble."

For the dominant image of Jackson in the painting, Nelson focused on the idea of royalty, putting 
Michael in a suit of armor with his hand placed over his heart, "because Michael put his heart into 
everything that he did," Nelson says.

Jackie gestures to a tiny Volkswagen in the painting that reminds him of the early years. "The bus," 
he says, remembering how "freezing, going to Chicago in the cold and the snow," they were back 
then, "taking instruments out of that bus and slipping on the ice."

Today, he says, the family is still healing from Michael's death: "It's something you never get over. "
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When it came to putting together Michael, the first posthumous album of material from late King of 
Pop Michael Jackson, everyone was working with half a playbook. The producers of the singer’s 
first studio album since 2001 had to figure out what the notoriously detail-oriented Jackson would 
want them to do with the grab bag of songs he was working on at the time of his death. 

Even the artist behind the album’s iconic cover, a Renaissance-painting-like mash-up of iconic 
images from throughout Jackson’s career, was forced to go on his understanding of what Michael 
would have approved of. 

That artist, Kadir Nelson, sat down with MTV News last week to walk us through the thicket of 
images on the cover and explain how he came to create the visual summary of the pop icon’s solo 
career. 

Nelson said the ball started rolling in 2003, when Michael was working on songs for his Number 
Ones collection at Marvin’s Room, the legendary Los Angeles recording studio founded by R&B 
great Marvin Gaye in 1975. Jackson saw a pair of paintings Nelson had made chronicling Gaye’s 
life and fell in love with the images. 

“As a result of seeing it, he called me one afternoon and he said, ‘I really like your Marvin Gaye 
painting … I want one, about me … but I want it bigger.’ Because Michael liked things to be big,” 
Nelson said. But, as with so many projects begun by Jackson, after Nelson followed the singer’s 
advice and read the autobiography “Moonwalker” and did some research on the painting that was to 
hang in Michael’s home, other things came up and the project fell through the cracks. 

Then, following Jackson’s death in June 2009, his longtime friend and now estate co-executor John 
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McClain rang Nelson up and said the gig was back on. “[He said], ‘It’s time for you to do that 
painting that Michael wanted you to do,’ ” Nelson recalled. ” ‘Don’t ask any questions, just do the 
painting and we’ll figure out what to do with it later.’ ” 

The resulting image plays into Jackson’s lifelong belief that bigger is better, with a regal Michael 
staring out in the central image while wearing a prince’s Victorian blouse with a high, ruffled collar, 
a silver-gloved hand placed over his heart and a jewel-encrusted crown hovering over his head. 
Around that central image are painted nods to everything from such classic videos as “Beat It” and 
“Thriller” and a spaceship from one of his favorite movies, “E.T.” and MTV’s Moonman, a 
reference to the fact that Jackson’s videos helped make the channel the force it is today. 

The sadness of Jackson’s death made Nelson a bit hesitant at first, but he said he realized he was 
getting a rare second chance to follow through on the abandoned project, so he was quick to say 
yes. “I did it because I felt that it would be a very important document … and a tribute to Michael’s 
life,” he said of the finished work, titled “The King of Pop.” 

He described it as a “panoramic celebration of Michael’s life, music and career” and said he strode 
to make it as perfect as possible to match the level of perfection Jackson insisted on in his music 
and art. “I felt that I owed it to him, to his family, to his fans, to do the best job possible.” 

Though Nelson only spoke to Jackson that one time in 2003 over the phone, he worked with the 
singer’s brother, Jackie Jackson, on the image over a five month period at the studio where the 
Michael album was being completed and said that Jackie gave some insight into his sibling’s 
thoughts. When the final image was produced, MJ’s brothers Jackie and Marlon Jackson and 
McClain gave it a thumbs-up and said he did a good job. 

Like the video for the first single, the Mark Pellington-directed “Hold My Hand,” it’s an artistic 
leap that attempts to tap into Jackson’s elusive magic, but Nelson feels like he succeeded. 

He considers the final product — his biggest-ever canvas at more than 9 feet wide by 4.5 feet tall — 
his Sistine Chapel. And like Michelangelo’s signature work, Nelson labored long and hard on the 
painting, putting hours in from August 2009 until January 2010 and then again on and off until 
October. 
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