
Candice Breitz / South Africa b.1972 / King (a portrait of Michael Jackson) (still) 
2005 / 16-channel video installation: colour, sound, 42:20 minutes, colour, stereo, 
ed. 3/6 / 1200 x 500cm (installed, variable) / Purchased 2008 with funds from 
Tim Fairfax, AM, through the Queensland Art Gallery Foundation /  
Collection: Queensland Art Gallery

Queensland Art Gallery 
Collection artist Candice 
Breitz appropriates materials 
from mass culture for video 
installations to comment on 
society’s adoration of celebrity. 
Look inside to explore the
way she reworked Michael 
Jackson’s Thriller album.

QUEENSLAND ART GALLERY | GALLERY OF MODERN ART

ARTIST FOCUS FOR SECONDARY STUDENTS (YEARS 8-10)

CANDICE BREITZ

What is your favourite 
Michael Jackson song?

 
Do you like to watch 

music videos? 

What music video do 
you like to sing and 

dance along to?



WHO? 
Candice Breitz was born in 1972 in 

Johannesburg and currently lives and works 

in Berlin. She has participated in many major 

exhibitions including the Johannesburg, São 

Paulo, Istanbul, Kwangju, Taipei and Venice 

Biennales. She has had solo exhibitions at 

De Appel Foundation, Amsterdam (2001); 

Moderna Museet, Stockholm (2004); Modern 

Art Oxford, Oxford (2003); Castello di Rivoli, 

Turin (2005); and Palais de Tokyo, Paris (2005).

WHAT? 
Candice Breitz’s video portraits of Annie Lennox 

and Whitney Houston were first seen in Australia 

in the 2004 ‘Video Hits: Art & Music Video’ 

exhibition at the Queensland Art Gallery. Breitz 

has examined the status of pop stars and their 

influence on popular culture, through works 

such as Queen (a portrait of Madonna) 2005, 

and Legend (a portrait of Bob Marley) 2005. 

Please see the ‘You Tube’ section on the last 

page of this resource.

More recently, her work has withdrawn its 

attention from the image of the pop star and 

focused instead on the persona of the fan. 

King (a portrait of Michael Jackson) is  

a multi-screen video installation in which 16 

of Jackson’s most ardent fans simultaneously 

present their interpretation of his 1982 

chart-topping album, Thriller. 

HOW?
Breitz recruited participants via advertisements 

she placed on Michael Jackson fan sites in 

newspapers and magazines. After a rigorous 

process designed to find the most authentic and 

fanatical respondents, without any consideration 

given to their ability to sing or dance, 16 fans 

were given the opportunity to perform the 

entire Thriller album in a professional recording 

studio. In the resulting work, the viewer is 

presented with an extraordinary a cappella 

version of the record by the fans singing  

in unison.

Shot in screen-test mode and presented in a 

grid on a wall of screens, the installation is both 

compelling and cringe-worthy; an affectionate 

glimpse of the power structures inherent in 

mass media and at its passionate consumers.

Jackson himself is absent from the work, 

neither seen nor heard, but instead represented 

through this collective performance by his fans. 

Breitz reconfigures the highly constructed and 

unattainable figure of the contemporary pop 

star through the accumulative interpretations 

of those who consume his music. While the 

participants collectively constitute a portrait 

of Michael Jackson, the work also plays on 

the idiosyncrasies of each fan’s performance 

and, in viewing the work, we become acutely 

aware of the unique identity that each fan self-

consciously presents for the camera. Ultimately, 

we are presented with 16 separate portraits, 

each of which is mediated through the celebrity 

persona of Michael Jackson.

Candice Breitz / Image courtesy: The artist



THE MICHAEL JACKSON 
PHENOMENA
The death of Michael Jackson on 25 June 

2009 caused hysteria and grief among fans 

worldwide. Throughout his life, Michael Jackson 

generated excitement not only for his music 

but also for his personal life. Always adored, 

he started in show business as a young child 

as part of family ensemble the Jackson 5. His 

celebrity status grew as he became a solo 

artist, as did people’s fascination and obsession 

with him. 

In his music, Jackson became known as the 

‘King of Pop’, creating a sound in the late 

1980s and early 1990s that mesmerised the 

music scene, as well as trademark dance steps 

including the moonwalk.

Michael Jackson’s star on the Hollywood walk of fame 2009 /  
Gerry Boughan / ID: 5344578 / Image courtesy: Bigstock

A postage stamp printed in Russia showing Michael Jackson c.2005 / 
Stampgirl / ID: 61435618 / Image courtesy: Shutterstock

The world was equally captivated by his ever-

changing appearance; his eccentric lifestyle, 

which included owning pet chimpanzee 

Bubbles; and his unconventional marriages  

and child-rearing methods, which attracted 

media scrutiny. 

In King (a protrait of Michael Jackson),  

Breitz explores the relationship between the 

god-like presence of Michael Jackson and his 

awestruck fans.



Robert Pattinson, Kristen Stewart 
and Taylor Lautner attend The 
Twilight Saga Eclipse Los Angeles 
premiere on June 24th, 2010 at  
The Nokia Theater in Los Angeles 
2010 / ID: 55920850 / Brandon 
Parry / Image courtesy: Shutterstock

Paparazzi 2009 / ID: 5716776 /  
Konstantin Yuganov /  
Image courtesy: Bigstocks

WEB LINKS 
http://www.candicebreitz.net/

http://www.artreview.com/video/candice-breitz-king-2005

YOUTUBE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2a8p_0Jq7h8

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nQYbME67Z5o

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZdlH2tpPF6o&feature=fvsr

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OVdofpQ38Nk&feature=related

ANSWER THESE!
Researching different types of new media:  

•	 Which pop star do you like? Do you have  
a poster of this star in your bedroom?

•	 Which pop star would you write a fan  
letter to? What would you say? 

•	 List one celebrity who made headlines this 
week. What did they do? 

•	 Was this an important, newsworthy event  
in your opinion? Why or why not?

Research someone who has contributed  
to the world in a positive way, who is not  
famous: 

•	 Why is it that we are interested in celebrities 
when they haven’t necessarily achieved any 
special goals or been good role models?

•	 Who are the people that seem to be 
remembered once they’ve died?  
Why? Can you find some examples?

Twilight is a recent phenomenon among young 
people. The books, by Stephenie Meyer, were 
followed closely by merchandise and films,  
and each helps to promote and sell the others. 

•	 Think back through your childhood.  
What popular movies, books, and 
Hollywood icons did you like? 

•	 Are you still a fan of these today or have 
they been replaced by new things?

Try to fill in the table below with different 
phenomena that have taken hold globally, 
within your friendship group. Were you 
interested in any of the things listed?

FAD AGE 
GROUP EFFECT

The 
Wiggles

Harry 
Potter

Twilight

Gossip 
Girl

Doctor 
Who Entrance to the Kodak Theatre, Oscar Ceremony 

day / ID: 231651 / Rodolfo Arpia / Image courtesy: 
Shutterstock
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