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Jean-Michel Basquiat: Body of Work 

Art is a conversation. That conversation is largely about two things, what we’ve seen in the 

world and what we hope to see in the world. Art of all kinds has its own language which is intertwined 

with all others. The language of Fine Art contains word like ferrule, load, binder, contrapposto, line, and 

sizing. Does every language have native speakers? Is language acquired? Either way there are those who 

intuitively understand the meanings specific to the language, natives to the language that is art.  

I was hired to work at my first gallery through writing about art. In a program for Museum and 

Gallery Operations, I was taking a gallery viewing lab. A friend took me to a local gallery that had moved 

downtown, from along the highway. My assignment was to choose a single piece of art and describe it in 

a short essay. I chose a framed acrylic on paper, by German born Helma Racher. As I was writing, the 

gallery owner approached me, asked my name and asked about what I was doing. I told him my name is 

Kelley, then explained about my background and the degree I was seeking. He told me his name was 

Kelly and asked me if I’d like a job. By the next week I was working for Elk Hills Gallery. Since then I’ve 

worked for three galleries. I’ve worked as a special events curator and have installed collections in 

commercial spaces. I’ve also spend hours working in private studios of stained glass, steel/ bronze, oils, 

encaustics, acrylics, and printmaking. Art has been the focus of my life since I was a child. My capacity 

for the language of art has developed through each of these experiences. My passion for art has become 

a passion to invite others into the conversation of art. I am at my best when I share with others what art 

can tell us. Art is my first passion. It drives me to enter the conversation. I am struck with a base need to 

make art, to cover things with gesso and paint, to essentially alter what I see before me. 
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Jean-Michel Basquiat was a native of art. Throughout his short life he produced more than 

three-thousand pieces. The body of work left behind by Jean-Michel Basquiat is his greatest contribution 

to the Black history of American and to the history of Fine Art. His work tells about popular figures, 

history, nature, and language. Each piece is instructive of the world he saw and the world he wished to 

see. His exposure to a multitude of cultural influences through the written word filled him with creative 

ideas he would draw from all his life. Recovering from surgery after being struck by a car at age seven, 

he studied medical diagrams which forged a theme in his work of bodily images. By an early age Jean-

Michel could read and write in French, Spanish, and English. Born and raised in Brooklyn, NY; his mother 

exposed him to the arts in museums and theatres. He was recognized for his talents and his first 

ambition was to become a cartoonist. Had he been urged along that path, Jean-Michel would have 

added to the growing traction of underground comics and graphic novels in the late 1970’s and 80’s. The 

Big Apple was ripe with independent artists and the medium was developing a more sophisticated tone. 

Jean-Michel was not commercially trained. Jean-Michel made his own way in art. 

The teenage Basquiat and a friend Al Diaz began to write graffiti under the name SAMO©. 

SAMO© was the incarnation of an inside joke, “The Same old shit.” There work emerged as the product 

of the street culture specific to the New York metropolitan area. Jean-Michel came from a middle class 

home, but he began spending time on the streets as early as 15. At age 17 Basquiat left home 

permanently. The writings of SAMO© were in large part commentary about the art establishment of 

New York and beyond. His criticism of the art establishment continued his defiance of authority. Pieces 

by SAMO© were sought after long before graffiti art was embraced by the mainstream and before it 

became the international movement it is today. At the time the SOHO news printed images of graffiti by 

SAMO©, perpetuating growing intrigue. Ultimately, the Village Voice got the exclusive and ran an article 

with an interview of Basquiat and Diaz. The article uncovered for local residents much of the mystery of 

the SAMO© art and gained Jean-Michel notoriety.   
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Basquiats posture speaks of his early experiences which led him to the streets and the 

bourgeoning art scene of SOHO and the Lower Eastside. Henry A. Flynt, Jr. a photographer of SAMO© 

graffiti, in his essay Viewing of SAMO© 1978-79, wrote, “SAMO© seemed as if it might speak for an 

artist group, which would eventually step forward and exhibit. Assuming that SAMO© was done by a 

group of aspiring artists, I began to wonder insistently what SAMO© supported. SAMO© had 

established itself as a lofty sarcastic. What mode of art could it propose which would credibly uphold its 

lofty superiority against the backdrop of SOHO modernism?”(p.10). Flynt and others have described the 

work of SAMO© as anti-art. As Flynt puts it the crowd that was once the avant-garde had become those 

of the “orthodox institution”(p.1). It is true and an indication of what was to follow. I believe the 

question Flynt puts forth about the SAMO© artistic integrity is explained by the work itself and by the 

artists’ disposition.  

The form was not of an aesthetic charm so much as an intellectual tour de force. The work was 

not colorful and stylish and it was not the most daring. It was inspired and it was recognizable. 

Moreover, it straddled cultures. The writings of SAMO© were distinct from much of the graffiti 

produced.  SAMO© art was of the streets. Peers in graffiti were in the streets. The writings of SAMO© 

were in large part commentary about the established art industry, but were in the vernacular of an 

underground street culture.  

Diaz wished to remain more anonymous than Basquiat. The partnership between Basquiat and 

Diaz dissolved. Jean-Michel had been spending time on an art school campus with friends. He was ready 

for transformation. “SAMO© is dead” was scribed on familiar city walls announcing his transformation. 

Though the two traveled in different circles I believe the two retained a friendship. I hear stories from a 

friend of skateboards tagged SAMO© by Jean-Michel, prized things that signify an era of artistic 

innovation and collaboration, for so many in New York at the time.  
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The hip-hop, punk rock, new wave nightlife brought together artists, musicians, poets, writers, 

and filmmakers. A vacuum had been created as the natives of Pop and Minimalism rose to become 

figures of the establishment. That vacuum created space for the new avant-garde. A new generation of 

artists, dealers, and exhibitors were making things happen in that city. Jean-Michel was a central figure 

in what was dubbed the post-expressionist movement, but is now better known as contemporary art.  

After SAMO© Basquiat was selling hand painted postcards and clothing. Similarly, many of the SAMO© 

pieces were done on household objects and fixtures. The paintings Basquiat began showing in galleries 

were irregular stretched canvases, window frames, and doors.  

“3 Species” 1982; acrylic, collage, and oil crayon on canvas; 42x49” (107x125cm) is printed 

(pg.23) in Jean-Michel Basquiat by Charta. This work is strong in composition. Cerulean blue and orange 

fields of dense color hang at the top of the image. The fields are dashed with red which covers sections 

of a dark-blue line cutting several times across the cerulean blue.  A four paned red window frame 

occupies space in the upper right of the canvas. Three creatures are present, all are wide-eyed. A pigeon 

soars through the space approaching from the right. Its colors are a slate-blue and dark teal over black 

sketching. At the lower left, a grinning human head crowns an avian body with pounding feet and out 

stretched wings.  Below the red window frame a brown rat lays motionless, tail erect. More dark blue 

lines form quasi letters. Orange drips over the scene from the field at top. Many works of art require you 

to study them in order to glean the artist intent. This is one of those pieces. Jean-Michel was an 

intelligent and witty person who was often estranged from those who had been close to him. In my own 

experience such situations have fostered a deep and private humor.  More than anything I see in 

“3Species” specifically, and his work generally, is a deep and private humor.  

Art drives me to create, to enter the conversation. I am struck with a distinct need to make art; 

to put things together in a certain way, to take things apart, and to essentially alter what I see before 

me. Natives of art know this base need. When I go long periods without immersing myself in art and 
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deep contemplation of it I become frustrated. It’s important for me to communicate with others about 

art. Without the opportunity to communicate effectively and be understood, feelings of emotional 

isolation develop and creative tension. Derision and mockery are devices that serve to relieve this 

tension, but can also further distance an artist from their audience.    

Collectors and dealers were eager for Basquiat paintings. By the mid-80’s, his works were being 

exhibited in New York, Los Angeles, London, Edinburgh, Rotterdam, Hanover, and the Ivory Coast, but at 

the same time he began to face staunch criticism. The witty Jean-Michel was sensitive to the discourse 

of criticism his works received. They were described as “messy”, “obvious”, “primitive”, “too willing” in 

an art review of Basquiat’s joint show with Andy Warhol for the New York Times by Vivian Rayner; Sept. 

20th , 1985. Admittedly, work from that series are some of my least favorite by Basquiat. Contrary to the 

most common criticisms I see his work as not primitive but naïve. Basquiat was in his early twenties 

when fame and a professional career brought him fortunes. He had a unique opportunity to receive 

acknowledgement for his work from its beginning. He needed to produce in mass. Had he waited to 

develop his work and mature in style and content he might not have had the platform to reach 

influential players of the art scene. A decade on the streets or in an unfulfilling job he might not have 

had the drive or ambition to put himself in the view of others. His position in the arts and culture were 

paramount to his success. It also spelled his demise. Second to the loss of the man, the loss of the work 

he might have created is the great tragedy of his story. His work transformed greatly in his early days. 

He and his work had not to “evolve”, but only to mature. We can now only dream of what he might have 

created in these 25 years since his death. I don’t mean to minimalize his achievements. He left a vast 

body of work. He had that need to work, to create. Could he have produce works as he did, could he 

have found recognition, if he had not indulged in the vices of an energetic subculture and pushed 

himself so far?  His story signifies the drama and turmoil of human existence.  
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In Basquiat: A Quick Killing in Art Phoebe Hoban quotes his father Gerard Basquiat saying, “He 

was like no other kid. He was always so bright, absolutely an unbelievable mind, a genius. A kid that 

bright thinks for some reason he is above the schools 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 discipline. He 

gave me a lot of trouble”(p.20).  The title of Hoban biography is indicative of the reception Basquiats 

work has seen. Hoban also explains that, after running away at 15 and being returned to his father’s 

custody by police, Jean-Michel said to his father, “Papa, I will be very, very famous one day” (p.25). In 

her book, Hoban illustrates some of the formative events in Jean-Michel’s life. He was ambitious and 

capable. His inner drive and creative efforts had allowed him to reach heights of fame beyond those he 

himself aspired to.  

In recent years clothing and shoes have been sold with Basqiuat art themes. Since the release of 

2010 film, Basquiat: the Radiant Child, prices for his art has surged.  According to artfinance.com, after-

market art has outperformed both real estate and gold since the mid 80’s. Sales of Basquiats work play 

no small role in these trends. The site shows Basquiat art commanding the highest return on investment 

of art today, exceeding 25%. May 15, 2013 “Dustheads” sold at auction for $48,843,750. The private 

seller reportedly acquired the piece for just $1.6 million 11 years prior. (artbeats.blog.nytimes.com). The 

Blouin Art Sales Index lists Basquiat as the 9th highest grossing artist year to date.  Still, his influence has 

yet to be fully realized. I, myself, have seen just one original Basquiat at the Portland Art Museum. Many 

of those I’ve known in the art industry are still not familiar with Basquiats work, but I can’t say that I am 

very familiar with each artist on Blouin list either. Among his contemporaries on the list are Picasso, 

Monet, and Rothko. The names of many famous artists are not on the list, surpassing by Basquiat. Some 

artists’ personalities are as famous as their work, Jean-Michel is now one of these artists’, but I would 

like to challenge others to explore his work at greater length.  
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I relate to Jean-Michel Basquiat and to his work, personally. I was recognized for artistic talents 

as a child. I’ve been struck by a car. I left home at age seventeen. As an artist, his work has intrigued me. 

An artist’s process was fully realized by Jean-Michel. His work has stretched our understanding of what 

can be done in the world of Fine Art. His body of work challenges artists who follow to do more and to 

persist. Despite personal and professional tension, Jean-Michel Basquiat left an extensive set of master 

works. His imagery is unique and fascinating. Black American history entered the conversation of Fine 

Art through the work of Jean-Michel Basquiat, if not for the first time then for the first time with such a 

distinct voice and with such wide acceptance. 
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