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Art and the Album Cover 

Anita Revel 

Upon joining Capital Records in 1939 and seeing the brown, tan or green sleeves that housed the 

shellac records, graphic designer Alex Steinweiss said, “Who the hell’s going to buy this stuff? 

There’s no push to it. There’s no attractiveness. There’s no sales appeal.”1 

According to graphic designer, Guity Novin2, “The new packaging concept was a success: 

Newsweek reported that sales of Bruno Walter’s recording of Beethoven’s “Eroica” symphony 

increased ninefold when the album cover was illustrated.” 

Boom, a new channel for visual art was born. The album cover became as important as the 

content inside the sleeve, as a means of engaging the customer on a visual level, and increasing 

sales accordingly.  

The styles evolved throughout the decades, reflecting the social values at the time, and 

increasingly, pushing the envelope. From pop art (Andy Warhol / Sticky Fingers, Rolling Stones) to 

surrealism (Storm Torgerson / Dark Side of the Moon, Pink Floyd), from street art (Banksy / Think 

Tank, Blur) to psychedelic art (Milton Glaser / Very Same Dream, Joe Savage), the cover art 

became as valid a medium as the music itself.  

The Growing Credibility of Street Art and Its Use On Album Covers 

There was a time when street art was provocative, rebellious and railed against the establishment. 

Authorities scrubbed graffiti from trains and public places and anti-graffiti crusaders painted grey 

paint over tags3.   

But then, at the turn of the Century, along came Banksy and the million dollar auctions of his work. 

Street art became recognised as edgy, satirical, sharp, and collectable. It’s like society suddenly 

understood what Paul Cezanne meant when he said: “All pictures painted inside, in the studio, will 

never be as good as those done outside.”4 

Music journalist Jeff Ogiba observed: “Since music and graffiti have historically been parts of 

culture that have brought people together, it wasn't long before a crossover occurred.”5 

 

Notorious B.I.G.: 

Duets by Elizabeth 

Rosen (2005) 

elizabethrosen.com 

Kanye West: 808s and 

Heartbreak by Kaws 

(2008) 

www.kawsone.com 

Madonna: Celebration 

by Mr. Brainwash 

(2009) 

whudat.de/?s=brainwash  

Madonna: MDNA by 

Simone Sapienza 

(“Siss”) (2012) 

www.siss1.com.br/ 

                                                
1  guity-novin.blogspot.com.au/2013/11/record-album-covers.html 
2  GuityNovin.com 
3  wgno.com/2015/01/29/anti-graffiti-guy-the-grey-ghost-takes-on-infamous-reznor-tagger/ 
4  It was this quote that inspired Banksy to entitle his 31-day residency in New York City: Better Out 
Than www.nytimes.com/2013/10/16/opinion/banksys-new-york-welcome.html?_r=0 
5  noisey.vice.com/blog/graffiti-inspired-album-artwork-beastie-boys-kanye-west-kaws-banksy-basquiat 
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Rage Against the Machine: The Battle of Los Angeles by Street Phantom 

Released in 1999, Rage Against the Machine’s The Battle of Los Angeles album cover art was an 

original artwork by the LA Street Phantom aka Joey Krebs aka Joel Jaramillo6.  

His work also features in the band’s music clip Bulls On Parade7.  

      

According to Wikipedia8, the art was inspired band's music and words (rather than the 1992 Los 

Angeles riots). The cover image is one in a series of images which can be seen on various street 

murals in Los Angeles.  

Street Phantom’s chalk outline-like works – ghostly apparitions filled with phrases like “Art Saves 

Lives” and “United Snakes of America”– are considered by Self-Titled magazine as “a precursor to 

Banksy’s”9. 

Linkin Park: Hybrid Theory, by Mike Shinoda  
Before becoming a professional musician, band member Mike Shinoda was a graphic designer 

who ended up illustrating the album’s cover in 2000. They filmed their music video against a 

backdrop of a graffitied wall featuring their song lyrics and imagery that would allow the listener to 

see visually what they were representing sonically.  

 

  

                                                
6 http://www.graffitiverite.com/The_Street_Phantom/statements.htm 
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3L4YrGaR8E4 
8 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Battle_of_Los_Angeles_(album) 
9 http://www.self-titledmag.com/2013/02/15/primer-five-of-our-favorite-street-art-album-covers/ 
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According to the band’s lead vocalist, Chester Bennington, “The idea of bringing heavier elements 

and softer elements of music together was represented through the visual art of the album – the 

soldier and the dragonfly wings. The really hard jaded looks with the really soft frail touches of the 

wings is something we really like to do.”10 

The soldier with wings theme carried through to a single from the album, Papercut (pictured, 

above). 

Blur: Think Tank, by Banksy 

In researching street art genre and album 

covers I was intrigued to learn that 

Banksy, a Bristol-based stencil graffiti 

artist, had designed an album cover for 

the alternative rock band, Blur, released in 

2003.  

I was surprised because Banksy is 

renowned for avoiding commercial work – 

in fact, he denounces galleries and 

anyone who profits from his graffiti. 

Social commentator Delana observed, 

“Based on his artistic ability, unique style, 

and cult status, Banksy has been asked to 

perform various marketing work for pay. 

He says that he turns nearly everything 

down, with the exception of a few choice 

projects like the album art for Blur’s  

Think Tank.”11 

In the case of accepting the commission from Blur, however, he defended his decision to do so, 

saying that he needed the money.  

“I’ve done a few things to pay the bills, and I did the Blur album. It was a good 

record and [the commission was] quite a lot of money. I think that’s a really 

important distinction to make. If it’s something you actually believe in, doing 

something commercial doesn’t turn it to shit just because it’s commercial. 

Otherwise you’ve got to be a socialist rejecting capitalism altogether, because the 

idea that you can marry a quality product with a quality visual and be a part of that 

even though it’s capitalistic is sometimes a contradiction you can’t live with. But 

sometimes it’s pretty symbiotic, like the Blur situation.”12 

The original work sold at auction in 2007 for £75,000.13  

Think Tank cover is an image of a couple embracing while wearing deep sea diving helmets.  

It was one of a series of stencil pieces featuring the helmets, that appeared on walls and steel 

doors around London – a girl holding a bird, a mother bottle-feeding her babe-in-arms, a couple 

drinking wine14.  

                                                
10 “Art Of Meteora Part 1” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Up_bQPJThOk 
11 weburbanist.com/2008/08/19/banksy-quotes-and-sound-bites-part-six-in-and-eight-part-banksy-series/ 
12 underthemusiccovers.wordpress.com/2014/08/26/blur-think-tank-2003/ 
13 news.artnet.com/art-world/the-top-12-album-covers-designed-by-famous-artists-12696 
14 widewalls.ch/artist/banksy/ 
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Although the stencil style are immediately recognisable as Banksy’s work, this series lacks his 

typical subversive message of political or social satire.  

Two singles from the album – Out Of Time and Good Song – feature Banksy also.  

    

This time his witty, dark humorous style is more obvious. The woman slumped on the table (her 

wind-up mechanism has apparently run flat), and the innocent children with their toys, standing in 

juxtaposition on a mountain of war missiles and weapons. 

Despite being release as an album artist four years after Street 

Phantom (Rage Against the Machine’s The Battle of Los Angeles), 

when entertainment show E! published a gallery of “revised album 

covers”, Street Phantom’s image had been hijacked with a Banksy 

tag.  

Proof that Banksy is the king of street art?  

Perhaps. We still have other artists such as Shepard Fairey (creator of 

the Barack Obama poster entitled “Hope”) who is making his mark on 

the art world.15 Huffingtonpost says about the image: “This image has 

become a pop cultural phenomenon and an important symbol in the 

political landscape of 2008 and beyond.”  

Time (and notoriety!) will tell! 

 

                                                
15 huffingtonpost.com/ben-arnon/how-the-obama-hope-poster_b_133874.html 
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Street Art in My Own Arts Practice 

I’m not a street artist, but I do love the satire and biting social commentary demonstrated by 

Banksy. It is this layering of meaning that makes his art a clever mechanism of political statement. 

I enjoy the lateral thinking required to understand his work, and the “a-ha!” moment when you 

realise what a genius lays behind the imagery and words. 

In 2013 Banksy had a 31-day residency in New York City entitled “Better Out Than In”16, during 

which he completed a piece of work every day. On the final day, he installed a series of inflatable 

balloons that spelled “Banksy”. On his website (banksy.co.uk, but article now removed), he 

recorded in an audio guide: “This is a sideways take on the ubiquitous spray painted bubble 

lettering that actually…floats. It’s a homage of sorts to the most prevalent form of graffiti in the city 

that invented it for the modern era…or it’s another Banksy piece that’s full of hot air.”17 

Taking two of his works by way of inspiration for my own arts practice… 

 

 

“Battle to Survive a Broken Heart” (located between King Street and Van Brunt Street, Red Hook) and “Waiting in 

vain" (located outside Larry Flynt's NY Hustler Club & Cigar Lounge. 641 West 51st St, Manhattan. 

Both pieces allude to broken love – the bandaids patching up the wounds made in the heart-

shaped balloon, and the heart-shaped flower petals dropping to the ground as the jilted lover waits 

for his girl. The consistent use of the heart shapes in his work implies that where there is despair, 

there is hope.  

Likewise, in a song I penned in 2012, I talk about the fleeting nature of love, and that what we have 

is the “Right Now, Right Here”. We can’t predict what will happen in the future, but we do know that 

right now, and right here, all the moments that we have spent together, whether they be joyful or 

painful, are what has made our relationship strong enough, and deep enough, to be here today. 

                                                
16

 untappedcities.com/2013/11/04/photos-all-31-days-banksy-nyc-residency-better-out-than-in-map-of-locations/ 
17

 untappedcities.com/2013/10/31/final-banksy-in-nyc-day-31-inflatable-throw-up-on-the-long-island-expressway-in-queens/ 


