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Kadir Nelson:

Hello everyone.  Like she said, my name is Kadir. I was a -- I've been an artist all my life.  I wasn't actually born here.  My birth certificate says Washington, D.C., but I was actually born at home in Maryland.  I tell my kids that and they’re like, “You were born at home?”  Well, I was born at home in Maryland, but I love Washington, D.C.  I have a lot of family here.

What I'm going to do, I’m going to tell you a little bit about myself and tell you a little bit about the books that I do, and then I'm going to draw a little bit.  First thing, like I said, I've been drawing ever since I was very small.  My mother says I was about three years old when I began drawing.  I actually remember being in diapers feeling -- knowing that I was an artist.  I remember when I was about three years old, when we were at home in Maryland, I was in, I was in my room trying to draw a picture of myself.  I wasn't doing a very good job; I kept messing up.

Does anybody like to draw?  Well, I was sitting there drawing and drawing, and I wasn't doing a very good job.  So what I did is I went up – I went downstairs and asked my mother.  I said, “Mommy, can you draw me?” and she said sure; my mother could draw as well.  She took the paper and pencil from me, and after a little while she handed it back to me.  And I looked at it and I said, “Mommy, this looks like Fat Albert --

[laughter] 

-- this doesn't look like me.”  I thought I was a good-looking kid, you know.  I was a little offended, so I just took the paper and pencil and tried to do it for myself.

And a  bit later we moved to New Jersey, and when I was about five years old I have another memory.  I was sitting in the middle in the living room floor – in the middle of the living room floor and drawing, drawing it, because you know, if you want to be good at something you have to do it a lot.  And does any of the kids know what that means when you do something a lot, you keep doing it over and over again?  Any idea?  In the blue?  Do you know? 

Child Speaker:

He said it.

Kadir Nelson:

What did he say? 

Child Speaker:

Practice.

Kadir Nelson:
Practice.  That's right.  I kept practicing.  I didn't know I was practicing, but that's exactly what I was doing.  So I’ll go back to the story.  I was sitting there, drawing in the middle of the floor, and like most five-year-olds I didn't clean up after myself all the time.  So I just got up and left everything in the middle of the floor and went outside to go play.  And a little bit later when I was taking a nap, my mother came -- she came upstairs and said, “Your father wants you to clean up your toys that you left in the middle of the floor.”  And me, being a very serious artist at five years old, again was offended.  I said, “Mommy, I didn't leave any toys.  I left my paper and my pencils.”  She said, “I know, but just please clean them up.”  But it was a sign to my mother that I was very serious about being an artist, so my mother always made sure to give me -- she always had encouraging words, she was always very supportive.  And one of the other great things she did was she saved a lot of the artwork that I did, so that was really great.  

And then later on, when I was about 11 years old, she took me – she sent me to my uncle's house -- my Uncle Mike, Uncle Michael Morris, who's an artist and an art instructor who lives in Salisbury, Maryland -- she sent me there for more formal instruction.  And that was really great for me.  She sent me there for the entire summer, and at the end of that summer, one of the greatest things my uncle ever did for me other than give me, give me instruction was he, he sent me -- when I got home he sent me a big care package full of art supplies.

And any kid knows, you know,  when you get a new pad of pencils and papers and paints and everything, it feels really great, right?  It felt really great.  So he gave -- not only did me teach a lot, he gave me a lot to use all of those teachings, all of those lessons.  So that was wonderful.  I became even more serious about, about  being an artist, and that was really one of the great things that my uncle gave me, was he ‑‑ one of the things he told me was that if you're going to do artwork, if you're going to do something, make sure that you do it right and that you do it well.  And that's something that has really stuck with me.

So ever since then I’ve really just been painting, and drawing and painting. And I eventually won an art scholarship to study at Pratt Institute in New York, and after I graduated from Pratt -- well, actually I'll go back a little bit, because when I went to Pratt I actually went on a, on a  architecture scholarship because I'd always heard that artists will starve.

[laughter] 

And I didn't want to starve, so I figured I would study architecture, and that profession would allow me to eat and provide for myself, and eventually my family.

But I realized that -- you know, after one semester I remember I’d heard someone saying that, you know, if you're going to be an architect, you really have to love it.  And I knew deep down that I didn't love it.  I didn't love it the way that I loved drawing and painting.  And a friend of mine -- I played on the basketball team, and a friend of mine -- his name is Joe Davis, he designs sneakers now, and Joe brought his paintings, his drawings and paintings into, into practice one day.  And I looked at them, and -- one of the things people also said, other than the fact that I would starve if I would be an artist; they would also say that the teachers, my professors at Pratt or any school, would change me into something that I didn't want to be.

So when my friend brought the drawings into, into practice, I looked at them and I was really amazed at them because these were his drawings. They weren't something that a teacher imposed his teachings on or his opinions, or what have you.  And I was really amazed by them, and I asked him -- I said, you know, “They let you do this type of artwork in class?”  And he said, “Not only that; they help you get better.”  The next day I changed my major, because I knew I didn't want to be an architect.  I liked the design aspect of it, but I didn't love it like I loved painting and drawing.

So I decided to do something that I really loved and really, really wanted to do rather than do something I didn't want to do so that I can do what I wanted to do.  I just decided to go straight for it, and that was probably one of the best decisions that I'd ever made in my life.  So, after I did that I was happy.  I was doing drawings and paintings for homework, and I couldn't believe it.  It was great.  So I ended up doing pretty well, and I graduated.  And after that I had to start finding work.  And I was very, very fortunate. 

One of the things I always did when I was in school was I made sure to do all of my homework, and to do it well.  Ever since I was a little kid, my oldest sister, she always got straight A's.  And when I was, when we were at this school in Atlantic City, New Jersey, whoever got all A's, they would line them up in front of everybody in the morning.  And everybody would stand there kind of like that Norman Rockwell painting; you know, give them an apple or something.  And I wanted that kind of attention, so I always made sure that ‑‑ and my sister, she set the pace by getting all A's.  And I wanted to be as good, or better, than my sister, so I made sure to at least try to get all A's.  I didn't always get all A's, but I was able to do that many times.  And by doing all my homework and learning what I was supposed to learn, that carried over to my, from elementary school to junior high, to high school into college.  So by the time I finished college, I had, I'd built all of this momentum and I felt really good about myself because I got good grades and I learned what I was supposed to do.I put together a really strong portfolio, I felt.  

So when I graduated college I felt great; I was ready to go out into the world and I was ready to, to take advantage of any opportunity that came my way.  And fortunately, two weeks after I graduated I got a call from DreamWorks, the studio DreamWorks.  And actually in the same week, the same week -- I was on my honeymoon with my wife and I had these messages on the phone that, you know, DreamWorks and “Sports Illustrated” were calling.  And I said, “We’ve got to get home.  I’ve got to get to work.”  

[laughter]

I’ve got to pay for this honeymoon, you know?  

So I was able to go to DreamWorks and do the job for “Sports Illustrated,” and it really, really kind of got the ball rolling.  And if I hadn't done all of my homework -- learn to read, learn how to do research and do all my math -- then I would not have been able to take care – take advantage of those opportunities.  So I started finding work.  DreamWorks -- I worked on a movie called “Amistad.”  And after “Amistad” -- “Amistad” was directed by Steven Spielberg, who directed “Jurassic Park.”  After that I started working on an animation called “Spirit.”  It was a movie about horses; it was also at DreamWorks.  

And after that ended I started doing children's books. And the first book I ever did was a book called “Brothers of the Night,” which was authored by Debbie Allen.  And I met Debbie Allen when I was working on “Amistad,” because she produced it.  And I was, I was really fortunate to know Debbie, and one of the great things that happened was -- while I was working on, on “Spirit,” Debbie and I had become really good friends.  And I was at her house, and she was cooking or something.  She said that she had this play called “Brothers of the Night” that she wanted to turn into a book.  She said -- you know, this is how Debbie talks.  She said, “Well, honey I got this book, this play that I want to turn into a book.  And, you know, they introduced me to all these illustrators, but child, I want somebody I know to do it.”  And I was like, “Child, you know me.”  

[laughter] 

You know?  And she said, “Well, show me what you got.”  So I put, I put  some samples together and went to New York and found a publisher, and that was the first, the first book.  And after that I found that I enjoyed it.  And I thought I was pretty good at it, so I decided that I really wanted to continue.  And fortunately, I've been able to do that.  What I’m here -- well, after that book I've done a number of books.  I've done about 15 books since then; 14 or 15.  And what I wanted to share with you all today was my newest book.  There are actually two of them.  The, the reason I said what I said about the fact that I did a lot of homework was, all of those lessons that I learned about, about -- all those lessons I learned -- I learned how to read, how to do math and how to do research -- all of those tools come into play. 

This book is called “Moses,” it's about Harriet Tubman.  They nicknamed Harriet Tubman “Moses” because she freed a lot of African Americans who were enslaved during that period.  And what I had to do, I had to -- you know, when you're in school you get a lot of homework; from the time you're in first grade -- now it’s kindergarten, but then it was first grade -- up until you graduated from college.  And that's an awful lot of homework, and it's a lot of work.  And when I graduated college, I was, I was happy.  I was like, “Hey, no more homework,” you know?  But then I found myself doing historical artwork, and guess what I had to do?  I had a lot more homework to do.  But it's fun homework, because it's for something that I really enjoy.  And believe it or not, all of those things that I learned come into play; reading, of course -- if I weren't able to read, then I couldn't read it and understand it -- and then I also have math.  I also use math to do the artwork.

And you might not understand, like, where does math come into play?  Well, one place it comes into play is ‑‑ I'll show you what I get from the publisher.  This is what I get from the publisher; just words to read, just the story, no pictures or anything; just like a report.  I have to break this up.  Most picture books are about 32 pages -- 32 or 40 pages -- and I have to go through this manuscript and divide all of the sections.  I have to divide it into 32 or 40 different sections, or 16 if it's going to be spreads, or 16 or 20.  That's one aspect of math.

The other math I have to do, of course, is I have to, I have to measure all of the artwork.  And I usually do the artwork bigger, and then the size of it will be smaller in the book, so I have to make sure that when I draw it larger, that when it shrinks down it will fit on the page.  And that's another aspect of math.  So once I get the manuscript, after I’ve divided it into all these sections, then I do these little sketches.  We call them little thumbnail sketches; I do it right on the manuscript.

So by the time I'm finished reading it, I have the book pretty much already drawn out in these little sketches, and then I number them according to, you know, whatever page they're going to be on.  And then once I have, I do that, and I do larger sketches, and then I send those to the publisher and they put them in a computer.  And once they give me the go ahead, I go ahead and start to do the finishes.  

But another aspect of the homework that I have to do is I have to do a lot of reading other than just this manuscript.  I read a book about Harriet Tubman because I wanted to know what kind of person Harriet was.  I had to find out what kind of clothes she wore.  I had to find out what slaves, slaves used to dress like. 

I had to find pictures of Maryland, because I was only a baby when I lived here.  I don't remember what it looked like, so I had to find pictures of trees in Maryland, sweet gum trees that drop these really spiky fruit; every, every last detail, because when you're doing a historical book and you're doing historical artwork all of it has to be right, otherwise you'll get angry letters from disgruntled readers saying that you were wrong, and people love to say that you're wrong.  And I don't like to be wrong.  I always want to be right, so I make sure to do my, my homework.  So I had to find pictures of all these things in the book.  This is a picture of Harriet Tubman in a potato hole.  And let me tell you, people don't take pictures of potato holes. 

[laughter] 

So I had to figure that out, find a description of it.  Harriet Tubman did most of her traveling at night, so most of the pictures you'll see in here are pictures of Harriet making her journey at night.  Then she finally gets to Philadelphia, and of course I had to find pictures of Philadelphia, trees in Philadelphia, buildings; every last thing.  I had to find pictures of free African Americans.  There's a picture of a free African American here, and a recently self-liberated African American, being Harriet Tubman.  So, every last thing; I had to find pictures of interiors of well-to-do homes in Philadelphia; every last thing.  This is a picture of Harriet when she decides that she is ready to, to help other African Americans who are enslaved become liberated like she is.  And one of the things I'll share with you is that for this book -- this was really special, because Harriet Tubman has always reminded me of my grandmother.  My grandmother is a little thing, and she's really feisty.  She has really big forearms because she used to tear up boxes in the back of the store and beat the kids.

[laughter]

I don't think she likes me to tell you that, but I really love my grandmother.  And I used my grandmother as a model.  I didn't take pictures of her, but in my mind she was a model for Harriet Tubman.  So a lot of these pictures are very emotional, because all of that love that I have for my grandmother went into creating the pictures for this book.  Ten minutes?  Okay.  I'm going to do this one really quick; I have about ten minutes left.

The other one is “Please, Puppy, Please” by Spike Lee and Tonya Lee.  This is a sequel; a book that we call -- the first one was “Please, Baby, Please.”  And this one’s a lot of fun, and the first book -- the main character looked like my daughters.  And I don't want to do that again, so what I did is I made these kids look like Spike and Tonya’s kids, except they're switched.  The little girl has the red hair, but I just kind of switched it.  And very, very quickly, the next books that will be coming out in the spring -- one is called “Henry's Freedom Box,” which is about a man who was enslaved in Virginia and mailed himself to Philadelphia in a wooden crate to escape slavery.

And the other one is “Michael's Golden Rules,” which is a sequel to “Salt in His Shoes.”  It's about Michael Jordan, when he wanted to play baseball when he was a kid.  Very quickly I'm going to do a little bit of drawing, then I'm going to take some -- well, does anyone have any questions up until this point?  The red?  What's your question?  You remember?  You don’t know?  Think about it.

Male Speaker:

How did you do the research for “Amistad?”

Kadir Nelson:

 He asked how did I do the research for “Amistad.”  I was very lucky, because DreamWorks had professional historians doing the research for us.  So if we needed something like a nail from a ship back in 1839, they would find it.  It would be nice to have them in my pocket now, but I have to do it all myself. 

Any other questions?  

Female Speaker:

[inaudible]

Kadir Nelson:

She asked how closely do I work with the authors.  I actually don't work very closely; sometimes I don't even know the authors.  That's pretty standard in this industry.  I was fortunate to know Spike and Tonya first.  I knew Debbie Allen first.  I had met Will Smith once before -- no, I didn't meet Will; I met his wife, Jada.  Most times you don't know the author, but it's nice when you do know them.  I think they keep them separate because there are personality differences, and sometimes authors would like to be breathing over the illustrator's neck while he's doing the artwork, and that's, that’s  unfair.  So that's why they do that.

Male Child Speaker:

My name is Jackson, and what did Harriet Tubman do in the Civil War?

Kadir Nelson:

What did Harriet Tubman do?  My understanding is she did what a lot of the other African Americans did; other than fight, she was a spy.  Not a lot of African Americans did that, but she was a spy because she was so familiar with the , the with territories that the war was fought on.  She also helped with ‑‑ I don't know if she was a nurse, or if -- she brought supplies to people who were injured, I believe.  I'm not totally sure about that; most of the research that I did was pre-Civil War.  Any other -- there's one.

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Kadir Nelson:

She asked how long it takes from the time of the idea for a book and between that time and when it's finished.  Well, for me, I'm not an author yet.  I haven't been published yet.  But for me, when I get the manuscript it doesn't take long to generate all the sketches.  It takes maybe a week maybe  to figure out what I want to do, and then to actually do the artwork it usually takes about three, about three months.  So from that time -- I'd give it four months to do the book, and then it takes about a year or a year and a half before it's actually published.

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Kadir Nelson:

She asked how often a publisher changes the artwork.  Actually, not much; most of it is already predetermined, what you're going to do.  But sometimes there are little fixes.  And if there’s, there are no fixes, then great, my job is done, but sometimes they have little tweaks that they want to do.

Female Speaker:

What medium do you illustrate in?

Kadir Nelson:

I work in oil.  I work in pencil, oil and watercolor; mixed medium.  I don't know if I'm going to have time to draw.  I’ll do…

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Kadir Nelson:

Are prints of the books?  There are some prints from books.  I have a Web site, kadirnelson.com, and I have a lot of the artwork there [unintelligible].  So I'm going to do something really quickly.  This is something ‑‑ I hope everybody can see this.  This is something that I learned from a book.  My mother used to buy me books like “How to Draw 25 Animals” or “How to Draw 25 Cartoon Characters.”  Can everybody see that?  Okay, really quick now.  I want all the kids guess, to try to guess what this is going to be.  Any ideas?  I'm going to keep going.  What is it?  

Child Speaker:

Marbles. 

Kadir Nelson:

Marbles?

[laughter] 

I guess it looks like marbles, but it's not marbles.  Okay, here we go.  This is where it's going to come together. 

Child Speaker:

It's a horse. 

Kadir Nelson:

It’s a horse. You see, it's all broken down into shapes, and it makes it really easy.  Ta‑da!

[applause]

You have a question?  Oh, I don't know if they can do that.  I'm sorry.

Child Speaker:

Excuse me.

Kadir Nelson:

How are we on time?  Are we done?

Child Speaker:

How many books have you illustrated?

Kadir Nelson:

I've illustrated 15 books.  And the book that I'm working on right now is a book on the Negro Baseball Leagues.  It’s going to be over 100 pages; it's going to be large, really painterly paintings, and it's kind of been like my life’s work up until this point.

Child Speaker:

Thank you.

Female Speaker:

Have you met Michael Jordan?

Kadir Nelson:

I met Michael Jordan once when I was 15.  My mother knew his lawyer, and we went to a golf match in San Diego.  And we flagged his golf cart down, and he wasn't really so happy about it.  And he didn't smile until I asked him how big his feet were. 

[laughter] 

He said he wore size 13's, and that was it.  I think I'm done.  One more question, right there.

Female Child Speaker:

What inspires you to illustrate what you illustrate?

Kadir Nelson:

I love history, I love sports -- I love, particularly, African American history and anything along those lines.  I also like tall tales, and I like animals; anything with those.  If I can get something with all those elements, great, but I'll take any one that I can get. 

[applause]

Thank you, thank you.  

[end of transcript]


