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Essay 1 Rough draft: Jean-Michel Basquiat 

Art, like rhetoric, is a conversation. Each image an argument filled with nuance and tempered 

ambition. An artist responds to what has come before. Art can be used to uncover truth and it can be 

used to influence. Art can be used to uphold ideas or to strip an audience of its composure. An artist is 

thrust into a world in which their peers are often long passed or few at hand. In art an argument cannot 

be retracted or restated. At best a living artist can hope to reshape the conversation for others who 

follow. 

Jean-Michel Basquiat had a rare place in history. During the height of his career he influenced 

many of his contemporaries and brought to the conversation a voice unique to all who encountered it. 

Jean-Michel Basquiat is most significant to Black American history and mainstream American history as 

the first black artist to achieve recognition for his work by leaders of the international art market. His 

arrival on the scene marked a growing awareness of art and a shift in creative forces. 

Jean-Michel could read and write French, Spanish, and English by an early age. His mother, 

Matilde Basquiat, was fluent in all three languages. Through her Jean-Michel was educated in language 

and in art. Born and brought up in Brooklyn, NY he would often visit museums and theatres with his 

mother in the metropolitan area. He had been a junior member of the Brooklyn art museum. These 

early experiences inspired the child to create works of his own. 

Gerard Basquiat, an accountant from an affluent though defamed family of Haiti, provided a 

middle class home for Jean-Michel and his two sisters, Lisane and Jeanine. Jean-Michel attended private 



school through fourth grade and later was bused to another school as part of an integration program. 

Jean-Michel was an intelligent and charismatic child, but endured great challenges. 

Jean-Michel suffered abuses from both his mother and father. Matilde had bouts of depression 

couple with violent episodes. She was institutionalized many times. At age seven, Jean-Michel was 

struck by a car as he was playing in the street. He was hospitalized with a broken arm and internal 

injuries. His spleen was removed as a result of his injuries. Within a year his parents had split.  Problems 

at home did not end. 

Jean-Michel was sanctioned to a crawl-space under the stairs in the family’s three story 

brownstone. He received beatings from his father. As once recalled to girlfriend Kelle Davis, “I was 

smoking pot in my room and my father came in and stabbed me in the ass”(p.22). Gerard has disputed 

claims of abuse and stated, “A kid that bright thinks for some reason he is above the school system and 

teachers and rebels against it. He wanted to paint and draw all night. He got thrown out of schools. 

Jean-Michel couldn’t be disciplined. He gave me a lot of trouble”(p.20). Jean-Michel ran away from 

home at age fifteen only to be returned to his father’s custody by police, within a week. 

Jean-Michel was enrolled at City as School, an alternative high school meant to give teenagers 

an opportunity to develop in creative ways with flexible schedules and classes arranged throughout the 

city. Young Basquiat met friend Al Diaz at this school. Together the two began writing graffiti under the 

name SAMO. SAMO began as an inside joke, the same old shit, but served to form as a personal 

philosophy for Jean-Michel as an alternative to established religion. In the SAMO faith he proposed: 

…we do as we want here on earth and then rely totally on the mercy of god on the pretense that 

we didn’t know… 

This philosophy seemed to guide him through the rest of his short life. 

Jean-Michel continued to face abuse from home and continued to defy authority at school. He 

abused to liberal system at City as School and left the program altogether after a practical joke gone 



wrong.  During graduation ceremony at the end of his junior year, he plastered the face of the school 

principal with a shaving cream pie. It didn’t go over well. At seventeen, Jean-Michel took to the streets 

once again. This time he would not return to his family home. 

I too, Like Jean-Michel, was recognized as a gifted child. By age fourteen I was an award-

winning, celebrated artist. I too have been struck by a car in the street. I took to the streets at age 

seventeen, never to return to my family home. Jean-Michel’s life and work speaks to me.  His ambition 

and courage is an inspiration. I learn much about myself as I explore his impact on the art world and 

society. Yet, I find it frustrating. His talent was inborn and in many ways his role was beyond his control. 

He made so many choices that made is fame possible, but those same choices cut his life short. Basquiat 

is now one of my silenced peers. I can only imagine was marvelous works he might have produced in 

these thirty years since his death. I don’t mean to undermine his contribution. His body of work is truly 

impressive. But, his success was also demise. 

He found it difficult to maneuver the stream of criticism that flowed from the art establishment. 

He had felt that the rhetoric was bias and unduly harsh because he was, to his dismay, a “black artist”. 

Biased or not, all artists must face criticism. An artist argument should challenge contemporary norms, 

especially was ones work is cutting edge and innovative.  

By the end of the decade, the streets of New York were filled with cryptic messages and curious 

poetry of SAMO. Diaz and Basquiat had caught the attention of the now and of the media. Even as 

graffiti the work of SAMO was set apart. The form was not of an aesthetic charm so much an intellectual 

tour de force. The scrawled words were an intrigue. At this time Basquiat was producing art on clothing 

and postcards as much out of necessity and inspiration. He was induced into the club scene and 

preforming as front man for the band Grey. As he began showing works in galleries his friendship with 

Diaz waned. Though the two shared their story with local media, Diaz preferred to remain discrete. 

Basquiat was gaining recognition and by 1981 was cast as a lead in an independent film created and 



produced by fellow scenesters. Soon, Jean-Michel Basquiat would be known in the art world from 

Europe to Los Angeles.  

The most influential galleries were showing his work.  He was taken up space in the basement of 

the Annina Nosei’s Gallery, for an art studio. Collectors with the influence to make or break artist were 

buying up his work. His pieces were being sold for tens of thousands of dollars. Basquiat barely in his 

twenties, who had once lived off the small change he could find on the floor of a club, was now master 

of his own fate. However, Basquiat had long since developed a strong dependence on heavy drugs. He 

was befriended by the most influential of artists, dealers, and collectors; many of which expressed 

concern for his wellbeing. But, at the same time, his interactions with others remained offish and 

disingenuous. 

Basquiat struggled to maintain relationships throughout his life. As an artist it can be difficult to 

find common ground with others. Artists see the world as inspiration and as a challenge. Very often 

there is an inner drive to transform the world, to make all one sees part of a body of work. I have felt 

myself and have heard from many artist about work that, “I had to do it. I had to make that”. An idea 

comes and nothing is more important than the act of creation, even if it means losing sleep or not 

eating.  An artist wants desperately to have their work taken seriously and for it to enter the 

conversation of the greats. Basquiat was sensitive to professional critique and challenged those who 

sought to feature his work in the media. He was acutely aware of his work being viewed in a racial 

context. Though he had risen to the heights of the most successful artist of his day and his work was 

shown internationally, he questioned his ability to maintain artistic credibility. 

 Basquiat had spent time in Europe and had left New York for L.A. where he attempted to kick 

drugs. He continued to work and countered suspicions that his work was suffering. Though the demand 

for his work had not declined he could not shake feeling of self-defeat. Upon his return to New York his 

drug use continued. August 12, 1988 he was found dead of a heroin overdose. The artist was just 27 



year old. His life and career was had met it fate. Despite his own doubts, his art continues to command 

attention and are among the most valuable in today’s art market. 

Basquiat’s work has become well know and sought after. May 2013, a sale for a single work 

closed at auction for over $48 million. This piece is the twenty highest price received for work of an 

American Artist. 


