
Although nearly three years have passed since  
Michael Jackson’s death, our collective memory of one 
of the greatest musical talents to have (moon)walked 
the earth remains fragmented. Do we remember him 
at his most magnificent (Thriller or Off The Wall) or at 
his most bizarre (the surgeries, Bubbles, Neverland)? 
The once-transcendent star’s tragic ending showed just 
how mortal he was. But if we return our anointed King 
of Pop to the realm of fantasy, there’s no better image 
of Jackson than in Kehinde Wiley’s Equestrian Portrait 
of King Philip II. This enormous oil painting imagines 
Jackson in the style of 17th-century European states-
men, bestowing him with dignity and respectability. 

Jackson commissioned it before he died, but didn’t 
live to see it completed. Wiley’s direction came from 
“an enlightened conversation” with Jackson, who 
spoke with him “about the history of art and… about 
why things resonated to us.” Ultimately, it was left to 
Wiley to decide on the details—from the cherubs to 
the battle scene in the background—and what period 
of Jackson’s to portray. If that’s hard to discern, it’s be-
cause his likeness is a pastiche. “I was working with a 
series of designers in my studio, who were able to take 
elements from hundreds of photographs,” says Wiley. 
Jackson’s controversial skin tone is also an amalgama-
tion. “What I was creating was a type of emotional pu-
rity that felt like Michael to me most, which was cer-
tainly not ‘broad-nosed 1970s Michael,’ but it wasn’t 
the more broken man that we saw in the latter years.” 

In the end, the essence of Michael Jackson is re-
stored to its regal state. Wiley contends, “When you 
look at the lyrics of his music, so many were about 
sweeping, profound issues of social injustice, environ-
mental degradation. Perhaps now that the freak show 
is over we can allow for that to sink in a bit.”
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