
1 
 

Kelley C. Roberts 

Sarah Lushia 

WR122H 

11/14/2013 

Jean-Michel Basquiat 

If you are just discovering the art of Jean-Michel Basquiat, you are not alone. If you are familiar 

with his art yet know little of his career or of his legacy you are not alone. As global communication is 

expanding so is his audience. Today, commercially sold clothing and shoes are available with his imagery 

on them. Basquiat is ranked by Blouin Arts Sales Index as the 9th highest grossing artist of all time. His 

entire body of work includes over three thousand pieces and is listed at $106,321,599 YTD. A piece 

bought by a collector 11 years ago for $1.6 million was sold at auction in May for over $48 million. His 

professional career spanned a mere eight years. Yet, what makes his work highly popular and sought 

after is his natural skill, his mastery of the fine art form, and his artistic voice. 

To understand his work in more depth it is important to view his art not only in terms of fine art; 

but also to view it, as best we can, in terms of Black American rhetoric. Black American rhetoric is the 

effective use of language, to inform and persuade, by Blacks in American with strong influences from 

West African culture and can be understood in terms of its rhetorical devices.  

The specific black American rhetorical devices I intend to focus on as defined by GS include: 

Specific Black American rhetorical devices as defined by Geneva Smitherman include; exaggerated 

language: uncommonly used words and expressions used in an elevated and formal manner, mimicry: 

imitation of speech to ridicule authority, proverbial statements: short statement with the sound of 

wisdom and power used to make a point or teach a lesson, punning: the use of well-known and widely 

used misconception, Spontaneity: improvisation and creative placement of words or sounds, Image-

making: use of metaphors and poetic language to create a mental visualization, braggadocio: boastful 
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speech use to elevate status, Indirection: power of suggestion used to imply meaning that is incomplete, 

Tonal semantic: use of sound and pronunciation for emphasis, and call and response: an address or 

question with the expectation that there will be a response. Lack of response indicates a high degree of 

insult. I hope that I have accurately portrayed the essence and meaning of these rhetorical devices as 

intended by Smitherman. For a more complete and detailed of description of these rhetorical devices 

please refer to Black Talk by Geneva Smitherman (217-222). 

It is also important to frame the use of Black American rhetoric within a contact zone. Contact 

zones are as Mary Louise Pratt states, “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each 

other, often in context of highly asymmetrical relations of power…”(1). The contact zone; within which 

Basquiat had creating a name for himself as an artist; was that of the streets, clubs, and galleries; of New 

York City primarily. Response to his work would have largely come from these same spaces. There is no 

doubt in my mind that Black American rhetoric was being used within this contact zone. However, it is 

difficult to now uncover the voices of that era without documentation of them or to find any published 

commentary that could give us insight into the influence his art had on so many in the city and beyond, 

in terms of Black American rhetoric. Therefore, we must look to what was presented in the media for 

evidence of these voices, though this significantly minimizes our exposure to how Black American 

rhetoric would have been used. Nevertheless, I will frame the contact zone I use here to analyze and 

interpret how Black American rhetoric was used in response to Basquiat’s art as the published writing of 

1978-1982. This time period encompasses Basquiat’s shift from street artist to fine artist in the New 

York art scene, and his rise to international fame. There was certainly Blacks in the media of this time 

period, but Basquiat’s art was not addressed by these writers. Though, Blacks in the media may have 

remained silent I think it is a mistake to assume Blacks in unity remained silent with regards to 

Basquiat’s art and that it is important to remember that the media represents only a fraction of the 
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people who would have been exposed to his work. Still, a question arises as to what the media silence 

represents. To what degree does this silence represent acceptance, rejection, and psychic distance?  

Black American rhetoric from within the contact zone was not presented by  Black writers with 

regards to Basquiat’s art, but does comes to us through the writings of art critics in there descriptions of 

work by Black artists including Jean-Michel Basquiat. Though Black American rhetoric was not wholly 

absent from the conversation it is here reduced to descriptions of it by those who likely did not even 

recognize it as Black American rhetoric.  What response there is in terms of Black American rhetoric 

within the contact zone tells us that, though there was rejection and physic distance by means of silence 

in the media, Basquiat’s work was generally accepted by his Black peers. This acceptance helped to lead 

him into the realm of fine arts, and ultimately contributed to his career success.  

In terms of Black American rhetoric as definite and conclusive it is not unreasonable to conclude 

that Basquiat’s work was reject by some Blacks of the contact zone. However, I think that to do so would 

be a mistake; counter to what the deep cultural structures of Black perspective tells us. Since, “people of 

color prefer aesthetics to ideology” and the foundation of Black American culture embraces a sense of 

balance and since it is difficult to define the attitudes Blacks toward Jean-Michel Basquiat’s art in such 

definite terms(Salaam 11). 

In this essay I intend to establish how I believe Black American rhetorical devices such as “call 

and response”, ‘braggadocio”, and “indirect”  were used to define Jean-Michel Basquiat’s art for others 

within the contact zone by analyzing and interpreting what three author’s wrote about 

Before his popularity as an artist began to soar, in the early 1980’s, he maneuvered a horizontal 

shift from street art to fine art. His poetic, urban scrawlings were unique and commanded respect on 

the street. In his later art he maintained much of the bold, yet cryptic, style of his graffiti writing and 

with it his form of Black American rhetoric. These themes prove to be a significant throughout his body 
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of work.  Basquiat’s untitled (angel) 1982 is a distinct example of his “call”, for recognition perhaps, 

which is unmet by a “response” from the Black community.  

In SAMO graffiti: Boosh-Wah or CIA?; Philip Faflick quotes Basquiat saying, “The city is crawling 

with uptight, middle class pseudos’ trying to look like money they don’t have. Status symbols. It cracks 

me up. It’s like they are walking around with price tags stapled to their heads. People should live more 

spiritually, man. But we can’t stand on the sidewalk all days screaming at people to clean up their acts, 

so we right on walls” (41). This was Basquiat’s “call”. He was calling out middle class pseudos’. He was 

asking people to take stock of their own lives and to act with integrity.  Is it any wonder that his “call” 

received no “response”? In this case, I think it is fair to say he was rejected by the audience he was 

trying to reach. Additionally, this call was not just social in nature this call was personal. It stemmed 

from a sense of rejection and was met with rejection. The “middle class pseudos” Basquiat was referring 

to would have been the people in a position to write about his work in the media. Not only would these 

people have reason not to respond based on personal offense, but these people were likely parents to 

Basquiat’s graffiti writing peers. This was a dangerous time for youth to be on the streets tagging. A 

massive campaign had been launched by the mayor’s task force on graffiti. In 1983 a young Black man 

by the name of Michael Stewart was caught be police writing in the subway. He was beaten by the 

officers and died from his injuries, after thirteen days in a coma. Parents were afraid for their children 

and Black writers of this era would not have wanted to knowingly counter the movement against graffiti 

and they would not have wanted to encourage their own children to face the dangers that awaited 

graffiti writers. 

In Report from Times Square, Jeffery Deitch tells of two Black artists who he sees as leading 

figures of the Times Square show. He states that, “Both [Bill] Neal and [Robert] Gaines take a utilitarian 

view of their art. Neal doesn’t accept the art-for-art’s-sake intent that most downtown artists take for 

granted. (p.63)” Yet, when Deitch describes work in the show by Basquiat he likens it to that of de 
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Kooning. Here we see how Basquiat’s art has moved away from the black community’s more traditional 

approach to art which has long held that function is as valuable as form and content in art. This likely 

reflects the black community’s connection between the body and the spirit. Basquiat’s own Black peers 

continued to emphasize art as a craft while he worked to foster intrigue in his audience. His motivation 

was to urge people to question social norms and traditional thought. I don’t believe his intent was to 

undermine people so much as to urge society to reevaluate the way we do things, in an effort to seek 

Social justice. 

In his 1981 article The Radiant Child Rene Ricard writes,” Jean-Michel is proud of his large SAMO 

Tag in a schoolyard, surrounded by other Tags on top of Tags, yet not marked over. This demonstrates 

respect for the artist as not just a graffitist but as an individual, the worth of whose Tag is recognized. 

There's prestige in not being bombed over.”  Ricard makes a strong point that is supported by Jean-

Michel’s own attitude. I generally agree that it seems to reason that this represents respect from others 

for Basquiat’s graffiti. Bombing is a huge part of graffiti culture. It represents in its own right the nature 

of “call and response.” However, by not bombing over Basquiat’s pieces other graffitists have essentially 

broken the rule of “call and response.” I truly believe the silence as response is a matter of respect as 

did Basquiat and Ricard. But, does this hold true when applied to Basquiat’s fine art? Without evidence 

to the contrary, I suspect that it does. He may have appreciated more literal support and stimulation 

from the Black community. But despite this, his work remained rich in Black American rhetoric. 

 

 

 My point here is that art-for-art’s-sake is utilitarian. The form is the function and that function is 

expression. To Basquiat, it was most effective for him to use the form of graffiti first and high art later to 

get his message out. In my years as a gallery attendant, I have found it useful to help people understand 

that art offers a service. Each time it is viewed art provides a mood and an atmosphere. If a piece sells 
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for one hundred dollars and is hung for ten years the cost is ten dollars a year or fractions of a penny 

each day. Art offers a very literal return on an investment each time it is viewed. That same piece can 

later be sold at the price of the original investment and in many cases, as with Basquiat’s art, at a profit. 

It is not a surprise to me that this concept of art goes unrecognized by so many from all walks of life. 

With this in mind, we can see why it might have been, for those who see a utilitarian function in art as 

paramount, difficult to respond to Basquiat’s art. Still, through each form of art used by Basquiat his 

artistic dialog remained in conversation with the black community. 

Basquiat’s most iconic theme is that of the crown which can be seen in his work from his graffiti 

era through his later paintings. Crowns and haloes so often used in his works are evidence of 

braggadocio. In his untitled (Sugar Ray Robinson, 1982) he has placed a hovering crown above a grinning 

head with the word Sugar Ray Robison at the top of the image. The lines in white, set against a black 

background, fill just a fraction of the canvas. The crown itself sets the tone of the piece and holds as 

much weigh as any of the other elements within. In her article Jean-Michel Basquiat; Jeanne 

Silverthorne tells us that, “…painting after painting features boxers, winners and/or losers. The repeated 

gesture of the dazed champion raising his arm above his head in victory is uncomfortably close to that of 

the Statue of Liberty bearing her torch aloft, a resemblance brought home when one of the fighters 

actually does hold a torch, although not exactly aloft…. While only one of the contenders wears a crown 

(literally), the loser is often saintly, boasting a halo-as, frequently, do skulls” (20). Silverthorne describes 

these figures as alter egos in conflict with each other. To Silverthorne the crowned victor of the battle 

represents the survivor while the haloed loser descends into death.  Essentially, as alter egos, the 

celebrated champion replaces the moral hero. As I understand it, as it is presented by Basquiat in his art 

and through descriptions of his work by Silverthorne, braggadocio has a dual nature itself. Outwardly, it 

is a device used to boast and elevate personal status, while silently addressing a more practical and 

earthly reality. In this way braggadocio is a form of indirection. Since, in Black American rhetoric, speech 
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holds great power and significance it is important to state potential in terms of grandeur. The stating of 

aspirations makes their realization more possible even if they are not probable. Basquiat does not just 

call these figures victors he call them human.  

 

Do we want to define race in terms of culture or culture in terms of race? I have issue with 

accepting the definition of these rhetorical devices. I feel that to reduce them in such a way is to lose 

much of a speaker’s intent. I feel that to even define certain rhetorical devices as Black is to reinforce 

stereotypes, if it means we assume that a Black person uses Black rhetoric. It’s different if we say that 

certain rhetorical devices emerged from Black culture. And yet I understand the argument that to deny a 

set of people culture and language is to deny the same set of people their identity. I like to think that my 

experiences, my actions, and my abilities define my identity as much as my physical attributes. I’m not 

sure I could tell you what it means to self-identity as a white person.  I see myself as an artist, a sister, a 

daughter, a woman, an American, and I happen to be white just like I happen to be short (5’0”). I don’t 

belong to a community of shorties. I would find it very strange to stand in a room full of short people or 

to think that I hold similar beliefs to all other short people.  

Both Boxers and musicians frequently used represent punning. 

Ambiguous words and statements might be indirection and exaggerated language.    

Utilitarian, Indirection 

  She added that, “Basquiat… must feel some queasiness about his own notoriety” (20). 

Silverthorne; maybe even the earthly hero. 

 To lose is to be holy is to be dead? Yet this shadow boxing; that is one’s competition in 

Basquiat’s ring of social Darwinism is oneself, and the desire to win ends in destruction of that possibly 

nobler doppelganger. Every victory is a betrayal, every survivor an arriviste. Basquiat… must feel some 

queasiness about his own notoriety. 
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Not always but often his art contained a literary element.  

His work was almost all spontaneity.  

Tonality in art is a matter of contrast between the light and dark elements of an image. Many of 

his pieces contained fields of color, text, and figures set against white and very light backgrounds; while 

others such as “Discography One” (1983) offer chalk white script on a black panel.  

Mimicry is displayed in pieces such as his own “Mona Lisa” (1983) and others that contain 

popular icons like Alfred E. Newman and the MAD magazine logo of “Bull Show One” and Bull Show 

Two”(1983).  

One could perceive images of his Black musicians and boxers as “punning”.  

Basquiat’s work is boisterous and energetic. There is an element of urgency and  

As a young black poet raised in Brooklyn, New York his graffiti was unique to   

representsHowever, I also feel that I am expected to define 

It appears to me that the lack of response to his work, from the black community, is more a 

matter of lack of exposure than outright rejection. 

 


