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“ To write is to have the passion of the origin.”

 E D M O N D  J A B È S
1

Jean-Michel Basquiat with !e Subterraneans by Jack Kerouac, Paris, 1988. 
© Jérôme Schlomo!
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The word and the image are one. Painters and poets belong together,” wrote Hugo Ball, the 
founder of the Dada movement, in his journal in 1916.2 A.er Georges Braque’s invention of papier 
collé in the fall of 1912, Dadaism and then Surrealism opened art to the overlap of writing and lan-
guage. Following the Second World War, artists like Jasper Johns, Ed Ruscha, On Kawara, Hanne 
Darboven, and Lawrence Weiner made words one of their main motifs and resources. Le/ers, num-
bers, words, and phrases became artistic motifs, objects, and part of artistic practice. Later with the 
conceptualism of the 1960s, artists declared wri/en dra.s, sketches, and instructions works of art, 
emphasizing the concept behind an artwork over its actual implementation.
 Concordantly, Jean-Michel Basquiat turned to le/ers, words, numbers, lists, and phrases 
as artistic material in his own works. 0ey were an integral part of his art, using “words like brush-
strokes.” 3 0e Curator Klaus Kertess 1/ingly remarked: “In the beginning of [Basquiat’s] creation, 
there was the word. He loved words for their sense, for their sound, and for their look; he gave 
eyes, ears, mouth—and soul—to words.” 4 And yet Basquiat, alongside artists such as David Salle 
or Julian Schnabel, usually associated with neo-expressionism, a movement counter to conceptu-
alism that is described with terms such as “bad painting,” “new image painting,” or “wild style.” 5 
In her 2014 book, Reading Basquiat: Exploring Ambivalence in American Art, Jordana Moore Saggese 
sought to anchor the artist between neo- expressionism and conceptualism,6 while in my own work 
I have focused on a conceptual view of Basquiat.7 But to what extent did Basquiat di!er from the 
neo-expressionists? How can his relationship to conceptual art be de1ned? And what role is played 
here by this intense use of words? 0e exhibition !e Unknown Notebooks at the Brooklyn Museum 
established the importance of the artist’s notebooks in his oeuvre,8 but these questions can also be 
explored through his large-format drawings and paintings. 0e autonomous artistic value of his 
notebooks, which were not notebooks or sketchbooks in the classical sense, and their unique char-
acter 9 underscore the importance of the wri/en word in Basquiat’s artistic mission. 0e focus on 
Basquiat’s word paintings enables a renewed look at his work and its place in art and cultural history.

“ T H AT ’ S  A L L  W O R D S ,  T H E Y ’ R E  A L L  I  H AV E ”  10

The use of language was part of Basquiat’s artistic practice from his very 1rst drawings 
to his poetically conceptual gra9ti, and from his notebooks to his later drawings and paintings. In 
an interview with Basquiat, his friend Becky Johnston referred to his conceptual gra9ti stating: “It 
was cryptic. It was political. It was poetic. It was funny.” 11 0e artist wrote gra9ti from 1977 to 1979 
with Al Diaz under the pseudonym S A M O © , using poetic and o.en critical phrases that provid-
ed the nutrient medium for him to fully develop his approach to words. 0e initial observation by 
the art scene that a “white representative of conceptual art” 12 lurked behind the name S A M O © 
provides an indication of how Basquiat’s interests and concerns clearly deviated from those of the 
New York gra9ti writers of the early 1980s, whose work was typi1ed by a complex, overlapping 
form of gra9ti called “Wild Style” 13—a term that calls upon the Fauvists, or the “wild beasts.” In the 
years to follow, Basquiat painted, drew, and wrote not only on anything that surrounded him in the 
apartments of his friends — from walls, refrigerators, televisions, and radiators to pieces of clothing 
( f ig .  1 )   14— but also on anything that he found on the street: discarded windows and doors, a mirror, 
a cigar box, rubber, plank or old boards. He placed his marks, drawings, and words on objects of 
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Jean-Michel Basquiat, Untitled (Helmet), 1981
Acrylic and marker on football helmut
9 × 8 × 13 in. (23 × 20 × 33 cm)
Private Collection
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everyday life that he either accidentally found 
or that he literally found in his way. In this way, 
the processed objects of public spaces always 
remained metonymically linked to the site of the 
street.
  0e exhibition at Fun Gallery, New 
York in November 1982, represented the start of 
a new body of works and marked the beginning 
of the third phase in Basquiat’s oeuvre.15 In 1982, 
in her New York Times Magazine article, “New 
Art, New Money: 0e Marketing of an American 
Artist,” Cathleen McGuigan described the ex-
hibition: “Bold and colorful, the canvases were 
crudely, irregularly stretched, and the works had 
more of the gri/y immediacy of the paintings he 
had done before he joined the Nosei gallery, re-
turning to a more intense drawing of words and 
symbols.” 16 Bruno Bischo<erger, Basquiat’s Eu-
ropean dealer, noted, “I liked that show the best. 
0e work was very rough, not easy, but likable. It 
was subtle and not too chic.”  17 Basquiat showed 
works in which he was clearly engaging with the 
canvas supports, turning against the norm of 
the canvas stretched to 1t a frame. Instead, he 
a9xed the canvas to wooden forkli. pale/es 
(p la tes  9 ,10), pieces of lumber (p la te  13), or wooden 
slats (p la te  1 ,  14)  that he bound with twine or nailed 
together to form assemblages.
 In Jack Johnson (1982) (p la te  9 ), as with his other 
representations of famous African American 

boxers such as Cassius Clay, Jersey Joe Walco/, and Sugar Ray Robinson, the artist fastened the 
canvas to a forkli. pale/e, le/ing the canvas hang over the edge so that, while it largely covered the 
sides of the wooden construction, it also created irregular folds. 0e canvas, symbolically anal-
ogous to the famous boxers, seems literally untamed. Jack Johnson, the 1rst African American 
world-champion heavyweight boxer—holding the title between 1908 and 1915—and one of the art-
ist’s heroes, is alluded to schematically in oil pastels. 0e anonymous 1gure is reduced to a black face 
and a black hand that is raised in a victorious gesture. 0e crown hovering above the 1gure along 
with the inscription of the subject’s name in capital le/ers transform the silhoue/e of an African 
American man into a portrait of the famous boxer.
 Basquiat created another word monument to the jazz musician Charlie Parker in C PR K R 
(1982) (p la te  1 )  referring to him as C H A R L E S  T H E  F I R S T, focusing entirely on words and 
symbols, over 1gurative elements. He bound the lumber supports with twine and collaged a sheet 

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Big Shoes, 1983
Mixed media and collage on canvas
84 ¼ × 84 ¼ in. (214 × 214 cm)
Collection Bischo<erger, Switzerland  

(2 )

of paper onto the canvas, 1lling it almost entirely. 0e use of the cross and the largely symmetri-
cal arrangement of words evoke a gravestone, whereas C PR K R  consists of the initial C from the 
musician’s 1rst name and PRKR, the musician’s surname without vowels, a term that derives from 
the Latin vocalis, or “vocal sounding (le/ers).” With the words S TA N H O P E  H O T E L  /  A P R I L 
S E C O N D  /  N I N ET E E N  F I F T Y  T H R E E  F I V E ,  Basquiat refers to three di!erent events: 
the 1rst being Parker’s death at the Stanhope Hotel on March 12, 1955, and the second being April 2, 
1955, the date of the posthumous memorial concert that took place at Carnegie Hall.18 And third, as 
in Big Shoes (1983) ( f ig .  2 ), Basquiat refers in the upper le.-hand corner to the death of the musician’s 
daughter Pree at age two. By crossing out the number, the artist sought to emphasize the date–once 
stating: “I cross out words… so you will see them more: the fact that they are obscured makes you 
want to read them.” 19 Here, the year of the daughter’s death is overwri/en with the year of the death 
of her father, who, without the vowels in his name, seems muted. At the same time, he lives on in his 
music, as the reference to the memorial concert conveys. 0e denomination of C H A R L E S  T H E
F I R S T  makes him immortal, as Basquiat emphasizes by adding the Roman numeral I under 
F I R S T, like that of a king or emperor.
 0e critical role of words in Basquiat’s practice is summed up in Moses and the E"ptians 
(1982) (p la te  6 ), in which he references the narrative from the Old Testament by depicting the arches 
of the two stone tablets containing the Ten Commandments, which Moses received from God on 
Mount Sinai. He creates an evocative space between the stone tablets, with the name M O S E S 
repeated several times, an allusion to a male pro1le, an eye, the Israelites, the Egyptians, and refer-
ence to the ten plagues prophesied by God that beset the Egyptians. 0rough deep engagement with 
words from the Bible, Basquiat alludes to the religious belief that creation began with the word: “In 
the beginning, there was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was God” (John 1:1). 
Basquiat intentionally misspelled words to create word mutations, thereby Egyptians became 
E YG Y T I A N S  and Israelites I S R E A L L I T E S  and Ten Plagues became T E N  P L AU G E S. In 
this way, the artist questioned the unchangeable, divine-like nature of language of the word. Even if 
he recognizes the word and language as a system of signs that serves the purpose of communication, 
and the foundation of human culture, he contradicts and questions its absolute character. He em-
phasizes di#érance—a word created by Jacques Derrida from the French words for “di!erence” and 

“deferral”—and the ambiguity of word and text in Derrida’s sense.20 As Basquiat alludes to in his 
association to events in the Torah and Bible (for example, S TA F F  I N TO  S E R P E N T  T R I C K , 
a reference to when Moses transformed a sta! into a serpent and the Pharaoh dismissed the act as 
a magic trick) he frees the le/ers of the holy writ from the traditional use of language by means of 
William Burroughs’s cut-up technique in which the writer disassembled texts and rearranged the 
pieces in order to create a new text.
 Brion Gysin, a British artist and poet known for his use of the cut-up technique, summed 
up his own unorthodox use of language in the short essay “Minutes to Go” with the following strik-
ing words: 
 
 Pick a book any book cut it up/ cut up/ prose/ poems/ newspapers/ magazines/ 
 the bible/ the koran/ the book of mormon/ la-tzu/ confucius/ the bhagavad gita/ 
 anything/ le/ers/ business correspondence/ ads/ all the words.21
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W I L L I A M  S .  B U R R O U G H S ’ S  C U T - U P S  A N D  B A S Q U I AT ’ S  C O N C R E T E 
H I P - H O P  P O E T R Y

Basquiat appropriated the everyday and what he perceived by means of his 1ve senses, placing 
not only language but also his entire environment, collective conscience, and knowledge onto var-
ious surfaces. Suzanne Mallouk —longtime romantic companion of Basquiat’s— once described 
Basquiat’s process by stating: “He picks up books, cereal boxes, the newspaper or whatever is 
around. He 1nds a word or phrase and paints it on his board or canvas.” 22 Basquiat’s art was based 
on personal and collected knowledge, consciously copying and introducing chance as an artistic 
strategy to transform found aesthetic material. His spaces of knowledge recall the copy-and-paste 
practice of sampling from the Internet and post-Internet generations, and recalls Burroughs’s own 
literary practice. “Life is a cut-up,” Burroughs once said. “As soon as you can walk down the street 
your consciousness is being cut by random factors. 0e cut-up is closer to the facts of human percep-
tion than linear narrative.” 23 During the emergence of hip-hop culture in the early 1980s, Bur-
roughs struck a chord with the early practitioners, due to the similarities in their creative approach-
es. Basquiat’s art can thus be seen in the 1eld of overlaps marked by concrete poetry, Burroughs’s 
cut-up technique, and the rise of rap in hip-hop.
 In Basquiat’s triptych Five Fish Species (1983) (p la te  15), he conveyed a dubious monument 
to the writer. 0e artist writes B U R R O U G H ’S  B U L L ET ©  and 19 5 1 , in reference to the 
fateful date of September 6, when Burroughs shot and killed his wife, Joan Vollmer, in Mexico 
City, while reenacting the legend of William Tell who shot an apple o! his son’s head.24 Using a 
copyright symbol on the le. panel, Basquiat mercilessly transforms the bullet that killed Vollmer 
to Burroughs’s branding. Basquiat schematically depicts her skull, revealing parts of the anatomy 
beneath, marked as the bullet’s target with an arrow at the end of a do/ed line and a red cross in a 
circle—for it was the “ M O T H E R F U C K N  S KU L L B O N E ”  that collapsed, allowing the bullet 
to enter into Vollmer’s brain, ultimately killing her. In a provocative homage to Burroughs, Basquiat 
evokes Burroughs’s own merciless depiction of life’s sorrows and misfortunes while also emulating 
Burroughs’s divergence from social norms and his radical artistic innovation: life as a permanent, 
brutal cut-up.
 During the same period, Basquiat also underscored his great interest in the anatomy of 
the skull in his work Masonic Lodge (1983) (p la te  16), where, like a collection of quotations from the 
famous classic of human anatomy Gray’s Anatomy 25 by Henry Gray and drawings by Leonardo da 
Vinci, he engaged with views of the skull and jaw from various angles and formal congruencies. By 
doing so, he created both a lexical and visual cut-up. Like a title, he wrote PA R A N O I D  S C H I Z -
O P H R E N I A , but, by crossing out most of the le/ers, he placed the human psyche at the opposite 
pole of the one-sided view of anatomy.
 Öyvind Fahlström’s reference in 1953 to the relation between content and form in his 

“Manifesto for Concrete Poetry” is echoed in C PR K R  and Moses and the E"ptians: “Nowadays the 
connecting element has a tendency to be content, both descriptive and ideational content. But it is 
best if form and content are one.” 26 In C PR K R , Basquiat created a visual unity of the text. Entirely 
in the sense of Fahlström’s demand to make form and content one, as well as to de1ne language as 
a material with a wealth of experimental possibilities, Basquiat not only freed himself from tradi-

Cy Twombly, Venus, 1975
Collage, oil stick, pencil, oil paint
59 1⁄16 × 53 15⁄16 in. (150 × 137 cm)

Cy Twombly,  Apollo, 1975
Collage, oil stick, pencil, oil paint
59 1⁄16 × 52 ¾ in. (150 × 134 cm)

Joseph Beuys, Unbetitelt 
(Heilkräuterverzeichnis der im Garten 
des Künstlers wachsenden P!anzen), 1974
Pencil on cardboard
13 × 13 × 6 in. (33.5 × 33.5 × 15 cm)
Sammlung Rheingold
Viehof Collection formerly Speck Collection

tional language but also created a new network of references. “Squeeze the language material: that 
is what can be titled concrete.” 27 Grammar is replaced by simple visual alternation, augmentation, 
and rhythms. 0e basis of Fahlström’s concrete poetry is rhythm as a physically e!ective means 
of design as well as the joy of recognizing repetition. Basquiat takes this even further, using word 
mutations and repetitions like those of the name “Moses.” His le/ers, words, and drawings create 
a visual rhythm, like drawn versions of sound poems by artists such as Raoul Hausmann or Kurt 
Schwi/ers and his “Ursonate.” Accordingly, hip-hop artist Fab 5 Freddy once noted, “If you read the 
canvases out loud to yourself, the repetition, the rhythm, you can hear Jean-Michel thinking.” 28 Al-
though Basquiat’s linguistic squeezing may be indebted to Fahlström, his sampling and scratching 
belongs to his own artistic practice. In his works, he deleted by way of crossing out le/ers and words, 
transforming words. He continuously tested le/ers and words both for their sound and for the con-
text of their meaning. 0e use of frame shi.s, word-point mutations, and sampling and scratching 
are among Basquiat’s artistic strategies. His works are like a concrete poetry of hip-hop that were 
created using a cut-and-paste technique. 
 In his paintings, the combination of pentimento, acrylic, oil pastels, and collage result-
ed in a form of painted hip-hop. Music producer, Greg Tate noted that Basquiat was “hip-hop’s 
greatest contribution to modernism (and vice versa).” 29 0e comparison is justi1ed in that Basquiat 
had a great interest in music, worked at various Manha/an clubs as a DJ, participated in rap collab-
orations, and created noise music along with Nicholas Taylor and Michael Holman in their band 
Gray.30 Furthermore, this comparison is emphasized by the fact that his works virtually challenge 
the beholder to rap to them. Drawing on his musical interests, he produced a series of paintings that 
explicitly referenced his musical heroes, such as Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie, or 
Duke Ellington, in works like Discography (Two) (1983) (p la te  11)  or Now’s the Time (1985) (p la te  13).
 In Now’s the Time, a round wooden disc with a diameter of 92 ½ inches (2.35 meters) 
forms the basis for a monumental homage to Charlie Parker and his 1945 jazz composition “Now’s 
the Time.” 0e heavy support, forty years a.er Parker wrote the jazz standard, becomes itself an 
oversize representation of a record, which Basquiat alludes to with two concentric circles in oil pas-
tel a.er painting the wood disk black. He notated the composition title with a copyright symbol and 
the soundless abbreviation of the artist’s name P R K R  without vowels on the record. In so doing, 
the le/ers and squeezed-out words remain the subjects of the painting, and, like Discography (Two), 
form a concrete hip-hop poem.
 Perceiving himself  “not as a painter, but as ‘writer’ of tables, lists, and vocabulary books,” 
Basquiat lists the discography of a jazz recording in Fats II (1987).31 In an interview with Basquiat, 
art historian Henry Geldzahler articulated his interest in the artist’s drawings that are like lists of 
things, to which Basquiat replied: “I was making one in an airplane once. I was copying some stu! 
out of a Roman sculpture book. 0is lady said, ‘Oh, what are you studying.’ I said, ‘It’s a drawing.’” 32 
Basquiat’s knowledge-based artistic strategies raise questions familiar to 1990s and current contex-
tual art, rather than the formal and stylistic issues of 1980s painting. But there are also clear paral-
lels between the work of Basquiat and the lists in Cy Twombly’s Venus and Apollo (1975), for example 
( f ig .   3  and f ig .  4 ), as well as with Joseph Beuys’s lists. File the lists of Twombly and Basquiat share an 

“inimitable line,” 33 Beuys’s lists are either handwri/en, as in Unbetitelt (Heilkräuterverzeichnis der im 
Garten des Künstlers wachsenden P$anzen) from 1974 ( f ig .  5 ), or typed. Geldzahler continues: 
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 0us his preoccupation with lists; he once described his subject ma/er as ‘Royalty, Hero 
 ism, and the Streets.’ 0e lists that are one recurrent feature of his work in both drawing  
 and painting are derived from ‘copying names out of text books and condensed histories’  
 (his words). Anatomy, geography, cartography, dentistry, the Bible, chemistry, alchemy  
 and the dictionary itself provide him with subjects for his public musings. We are in the  
 presence of both a blackboard in some college course, and the scribbled anger of contem 
 porary urban gra9ti. It is a semi-ironical respect for information gathering, a proper  
 evaluation of its weights and pomposities, or rather its absurdities, that animates   
 these works.” 34

 
  In the same format as Discography (Two), Basquiat also created Low Boy in Junkie Paradise 
(1983) (p la te  12), another homage to Charlie Parker, at around the same time. In contrast with Discog-
raphy (Two), the artist here draws with a brush in black against a yellow background, notating a bar 
of sheet music from the composition “Red Cross” by Parker. Basquiat couples an anatomical draw-
ing of the musician’s hand and the mouthpiece of his alto saxophone with the Latin phrase “ L U X 
L U C ET  I N  T E N E B R I S,”  or “0e light shines in the darkness,”  as a reference to the genius of 
the jazz musician.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Notary, 1983
Acrylic, oilstick, and paper collage on canvas mounted 
on wood supports
Triptych: 71 × 158 in. (180 × 401 cm)

 Basquiat’s painting Untitled (Hand Anatomy) (1982) (p la te  14), also serves as a dedication to 
the anatomy of the hand. 0e hand is crucial to both the musician and the artist as a part of the body 
involved in the act of creation. With the a/ribute S E N S O RY  and the mutation of the word M O T-
A RY—probably derived from “motoric”—he evokes the sensory and the motoric E D U C AT I O N 
required for the use of the hand. 

D I F F É R A N C E A N D  P O S T M O D E R N  P O LY V O C A L I T Y

In the spring of 1983, Basquiat’s works achieved their greatest complexity in terms of their visual 
themes and artistic strategies, which he combined and varied depending on the subject. Basquiat’s 
work remained in part gestural, always rendering his line “inimitable” 35 and working in an energetic 
and uninhibited manner.36 He masterfully contrasted the void of some works with the horror vacui     
a space replete with detail resulting from a fear of emptiness — of others. 
 In this same year, in addition to notable paintings such as Notary ( f ig .  6 ), Mitchell Crew ( f ig .   7 ), 
and In Italian ( f ig .  8 ), the artist created an important series of twelve monumental square canvases 
each measuring 84 × 84 in. (213.5 × 213.5 cm) in size.37 0ese include paintings such as Museum 
Security (Broadway Meltdown) ( f ig .  11), Hollywood A%icans ( f ig .  10), Big Shoes ( f ig .  2 ), New (p la te  3 ), Fake (p la te  4 ), 

D I E T E R  B U C H H A R T

(6 )

-“

-

J E A N - M I C H E L  B A S Q U I AT:  T H E  W O R D  A N D  P O S T  M O D E R N  D I F F É R A N C E

 —

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Mitchell Crew, 1983
Acrylic, oilstick, and xerox collage on canvas mounted 
on wood supports with chain
Triptych: 71 ½ × 137 ¾ in. (181.5 × 350 cm)

(7 )
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Jean-Michel Basquiat, In Italian, 1983
Acrylic, oilstick, and marker on canvas mounted 
on wood supports
Diptych: 88 ½ × 80 in. (225 × 203 cm)
Courtesy 0e Brant Foundation, Greenwich, CT.

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Leonardo and 
His Five Grotesque Heads, 1983
Acrylic and oilstick on canvas
84 × 84 in. (213.5 × 213.5 cm) 
Private collection. Courtesy Tony Shafrazi Gallery.

!esis (p la te  5 ), and Natives Carrying !ings  (p la te  2 ). 
Despite the variation of the works, their 
simultaneous production is evidenced through 
the unanimous play between complexity and 
reduction, and the recurrence of certain motifs 
and words.
 0ese paintings clearly reGect how 
Basquiat set his powerful compositions against 
hierarchies and rules, taking inspiration from 
cartoons, children’s drawings, advertising, 
and pop art, as well as Aztec, African, Greek, 
Roman, and everyday culture. He constantly 
needed “some source material around . . .
to work o!, ” 38  and found inspiration in 
everything around him. Filled with words, skel-
eton-like silhoue/es, masklike grimaces, and 
pictograms, his works are highly contemporary 
and explosive. 0e series from 1983 includes 
all of Basquiat’s major subjects: music, anat-
omy, sport, comics, work, money, economy, 
becoming and passing, the history of African 
Americans, and art history. His engagement 
with sociopolitical questions ranging from 
discrimination and prejudice to capitalism, the 
market, and repression reach a climax in these 
paintings.  
 Employing both verbal and visual con-
trasts, the diptych New (p la te  3 )  and Fake (p la te  4 ) 
reveal a basic principle of Basquiat’s artistic 
practice: duality. In this diptych, Basquiat 
contrasts R E A L  and N E W  L E O N A R D O -
DA  V I N C I  with FA K E  L E O N A R D O.
DA . V I N C I. “New” is framed in the star-
shaped symbol utilized by advertisers to draw 

a/ention to a word whereas “Fake” is de1nitively crossed out and then reinscribed above in larger, 
bolder le/ers.
 In !esis (p la te  5 ), the visceral red paint that has been generously applied to the surface 
contrasts with fragmented phrases and erratically appearing words: “Mona Lisa/Falling the stairs/ 
down,” “Trojan horse,” “A good painting,” etc. A painting from the same series, Leonardo and His 
Five Grotesque Heads ( f ig .  9 )  associates the heads referenced in the title with G R O T E S Q U E ,  U G LY, 
A .  G R O U P  O F  E L D E R S,  and P L AG U E . In so doing, the artist creates a relationship of ten-
sion between these di!erent visual events. 0e striking opposition found in N E W  and FA K E  can 
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Jean-Michel Basquiat, Museum Security (Broadway Meltdown), 1983
Acrylic, oilstick, and paper collage on canvas
84 × 84 in. (213.5 × 213.5 cm) 
Private collection, on permanent loan to the Fondation Beyeler
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Jean-Michel Basquiat, Hollywood A"icans, 1983
Acrylic and oilstick on canvas
84 × 84 in. (213.5 × 213.5 cm) 
Gi. of Douglas S. Cramer,  Fitney Museum of American Art, 
New York

(10)
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Jean-Michel Basquiat, Both Poles, 1982
Acrylic, oilstick and, paper collage on paper mounted on canvas 
with tied wood supports
67 × 67 in. (170 × 170 cm)

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Dos Pájaros, 1985
Acrylic and oilstick on wood
60 × 96 in. (152.5 × 244 cm)

also be found in Dos Pájaros from 1985 ( f ig .  12), which portrays two bird heads labeled with B U E N O 
and M A L O. In other works, he makes use of opposites such as L E F T  and R I G H T,  FA M O U S 
and N O T  FA M O U S, or S A LT  and P E P P E R . In Both Poles ( f ig .  13), the South Pole is opposed 
with the North Pole, which, like everything else in this world, exist because of the other, like white 
and black, salt and pepper, le. and right, good and bad. Basquiat builds, on the one hand, an arc of 
tension using juxtaposition; on the other hand, he brings them together—like yin and yang—in 
their mutual dependency. Accordingly, the artist uses the oppositions of language, but, like Derrida, 
he rejects the idea that these opposites are true or R E A L , thus revealing their arbitrary nature.
 Basquiat was never interested in painting per se. His works are always borne by the poly-
vocality of postmodernism 39 in the sense of polymorphism as a key paradigm of modernity.40 For 
example, in Untitled (Oreo) (1988) (p la te .  21)  the artist plays against the strong green background of the 
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canvases like a T R O J A N  H O R S E  serve as vehicles to smuggle multiple meanings and polymor-
phous messages into the art world, the homes of collectors, and society in general. Another example 
of this can be seen in Natives Carrying !ings (1983), as the words F O O D  and S A LT  o!er a rep-
resentation of repression, exploitation, colonization, and slavery.  0e 1gures depicted in Natives 
Carrying !ings stand in contrast with those depicted in the previously mentioned paintings Jersey 
Joe and Jack Johnson, who raise their hands in a victorious gesture, mimicking Christ as martyr and 

the angry hero, while the same action of the 
later 1gures connotes repression and enslave-
ment. His personally and politically charged 
representations sway between victim and rebel, 
a/ack and defense, and beneath the expressive 
surfaces he takes an uncompromising posi-
tion against the backdrop of his conceptual 
practice. Fat Gerard Basquiat said about his 
son applies here: “Jean-Michel was very bright, 
very social, and very politically oriented. He 
didn’t have to politicize through a microphone. 
0e works possess messages and speak for 
themselves.” 51 Even if Basquiat’s works are 
read in a super1cial way, “a recurring theme is 
the volatile mix in white America, of blackness, 
talent, fame, and death.” 52

 Jean-Michel Basquiat was not just a 
great artist, but also a humanist who, through 
his practice, anticipated technological and 
social changes that had yet to emerge. By 
sampling from all cultures in his “post-mod-
ernist fashion,” 53 Basquiat created new spaces 
of thought that dismantled traditional ways 
of thinking. “Like a DJ, he adeptly reworked 
neo-expressionism’s clichéd language of 
gesture, freedom, and angst and redirected 
pop art’s strategy of appropriation to produce 
a body of work that at times celebrated black 

culture and history but also revealed its complexity and contradictions.” 54 In so doing, he empha-
sized di#érance, by utilizing the oppositional structure of language without granting it the 1nal say, 
deconstructing in Derrida’s  sense and emphasizing ambiguity. But through his words, linguistic 
mutations, and obliterations, he took a stance against indi!erence, “wielding his brush as a weap-
on,” 55 1ghting against exploitation, consumerism, repression, racism, police violence, and genocide. 
He used his words as weapons, in a manner that echos the powerful words of Samuel Becke/, when 
he stated: “0at’s all words, they’re all I have.” 56

Oreo cookie

Astrology and hobo signs from Symbol Sourcebook. 
An Authoritative Guide to International Graphic Symbols 
by Henry Dreyfuss (1972; reprint, New York: Van Nostrand 
Reinhold, 1984).

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Pegasus, 1987
Acrylic, graphite, and colored pencil on paper mounted on canvas
88 × 90 in. (223.5 × 228.5 cm)

D I E T E R  B U C H H A R T

canvas, “like a giant notebook page,” 41 with the ambiguity of the word O R E O  and the monumental 
impact of the concept. Here, Basquiat was possibly referring to the logo of the American cookie 
( f ig .   14)  that consists of two black wafers with a white 1lling, while simultaneously referring to the 
idea that “in the African-American community . . . an Oreo is used as a racial slur to insult blacks 
who ‘act white’ or identify as such.” 42 0e logo of the double cookie thus becomes perhaps a hidden 
self-portrait, since Basquiat was accused of adapting to the white art world.43

 In Eroica I (p la te  7 )  and Eroica II (p la te  8 ), both dating from 1988, which had originally been 
a single work that was cut into two parts a.er completion, the artist’s engagement with death is re-

vealed through the words M A N  D I E S  as well as through the 
sign for “Man Dies” that Basquiat sourced from the “Astrol-
ogy” section of Henry Dreyfuss’s Symbol Sourcebook ( f ig .  15).44 
0e repetition of M A N  D I E S  and the word E R O I C A —re-
ferring to Beethoven’s 0ird Symphony, along with the lexical 
list of terms, the explosive T N T, and the clear obliteration of 
other words by means of a bluish-white color 1eld, Basquiat 
opens a rich space of association. Here, he seems to follow 
the model of improvisation, appropriation,45 and intuition,46 
which art historian Robert Farris 0ompson theorizes that 
Basquiat “cancels to reveal.” 47 In this process, the legibility of 
the words and concepts, including those that are crossed out, 
move to the forefront of the work: “He was endlessly cross-
ing out words, writing them again, correcting, emphasizing, 
obliterating, inexplicably changing the subject, and pulling it 
all together with a grimacing mask.” 48 Similarly, in the draw-
ing Pegasus ( f ig .  16)  from 1987, a black mass obstructs the upper 
portion of a great density of signs, symbols, and words, al-
luding to an obliteration of a wealth of ideas. Employing this 
black over-paint, Basquiat obliterates his memory, knowledge, 

and everyday life, and by this our collective memory. 
 As art critic Lisa Liebmann pointed out in 1982, his interest in making the context of 
his words, signs, and symbols clear 1nds its basis in his text-based gra9ti works. His works “oddly 
enough . . . give the impression of having been inGuenced by gra9ti, rather than having evolved 
from it.” 49 Liebmann points to the artistic independence and unique intention of Basquiat’s rela-
tion to gra9ti—his search to link image and text to one another in an associative relationship.
 In  Eroica I, Eroica II, and Pegasus, Basquiat’s engagement with di#érance reaches its 
culmination. 0e link to the parallel development of hip-hop, Burroughs’s cut-ups, and concrete 
poetry, as curator Franklin Sirmans noted, is distinctly palpable. “Aside from the ‘explicit lyrics’ of 
these public wall writings and early drawings, it is Basquiat’s overall inventiveness in marrying text 
and image—with words cut, pasted, recycled, scratched out, and repeated—that speaks out for the 
innovation inherent in the hip-hop moment of the late 1970s.” 50

 0e power of Basquiat’s lines and their ties to the artist’s physicality remains unique. 0e 
line in works like !esis (p la te  5 )  is a ba/le-ready, injurious line, executed in a razor-sharp way. His 

(14)

(15)

(16)
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