
Jean-Michel Basquiat’s artistry forced Black memory, Black pain, Black genius, 
Black athletes, Black musicians, Black bodies, Black faces, and Black historical 
erasure into the center of fine art. He was not politely asking the museum world 
to include him. He was walking into the room with crowns, bones, words, 
wounds, saints, boxers, jazzmen, police violence, colonial language, money 
symbols, anatomy, and history, and making the wall answer back. 

Basquiat was born in Brooklyn in 1960 to Haitian and Puerto Rican parents. The 
Broad notes that he left home as a teenager, lived in Lower Manhattan, played in a 
noise band, painted, worked odd jobs, and became known in the late 1970s with 
Al Diaz through the SAMO writings, which were sharp, cryptic statements placed 
in the city. His real rise came after the 1980 Times Square Show, when the art 
world began paying serious attention to his paintings.  

But we need to understand something before we touch the paintings. Basquiat 
did not paint like someone trying to decorate a room. He painted like someone 
trying to expose a system. His canvas is not just a surface. It is a wall, a 
notebook, a chalkboard, a crime scene, a street sign, a jazz score, a boxing 
poster, a medical diagram, and a historical document all at once. That is why 
some people look at it and feel confused. They are expecting a neat picture. 
Basquiat gives them evidence. 

A lot of people make the mistake of thinking Basquiat’s work is random because 
it looks fast. But fast does not mean careless. A boxer can punch fast because he 
trained. A jazz musician can improvise fast because he knows the instrument. 
Basquiat’s speed came from knowledge. His paintings look like thought 
happening in real time, but the thought is loaded with references. He was not just 
making marks. He was selecting pressure points. 

Take Untitled, often called Skull, from 1981. This painting is one of the clearest 
ways to understand Basquiat. The Broad lists it as acrylic and oilstick on canvas, 
large in size, and describes it as a work that may be seen as autobiographical, 
even a kind of self-portrait. The museum says the skull exists somewhere 
between life and death, with listless eyes and a sunken face, while wild color and 
spirited marks suggest intense internal activity.  

That phrase “between life and death” is the key. When you look at the head, it is 
not a calm portrait. It is not a normal skull either. It feels like the face has been 
opened up. The teeth are showing. The eyes do not comfort you. The lines are 
nervous. The colors are bright, but the figure is wounded. Basquiat makes the 
head look like it is thinking, rotting, remembering, and screaming without sound. 



This is why calling it just “a skull” is too simple. A skull is usually what remains 
after death. But Basquiat’s head still feels alive. It is exposed, not finished. It 
looks like the inside and outside of the person are fighting each other. That 
matters because Basquiat lived as a Black artist in a world that wanted to look at 
him, label him, sell him, and still not fully see him. The skull-head becomes more 
than anatomy. It becomes identity under pressure. 

There is also a connection to Basquiat’s childhood. After a serious accident as a 
child, his mother gave him Gray’s Anatomy, the famous medical book. That book 
fed his visual language: bones, organs, heads, diagrams, labels, body parts. But 
Basquiat does not use anatomy like a doctor. He uses it like a witness. He shows 
the body as something studied, damaged, named, and exposed. 

That matters deeply for Black art. Historically, Black bodies have been examined, 
controlled, bought, sold, measured, punished, exploited, entertained, feared, and 
consumed. Basquiat’s body-images know that history. His heads and skulls are 
not just “cool looking.” They carry the weight of being looked at by a society that 
often sees Blackness as object before it sees Blackness as person. 

In Untitled, the eyes are uneven. The teeth look trapped. The face feels both mask 
and wound. The Broad also says Basquiat was developing a personal 
iconography and alluding to modernist use of African masks while using the 
mask to explore identity. That is important because European modern artists 
often borrowed from African masks and sculpture while African and Black artists 
themselves were pushed to the edge of the art canon. Basquiat knew that theft. 
He knew that history. So when he uses mask-like forms, he is not copying Europe 
copying Africa. He is taking the language back and making it speak from inside 
Black consciousness.  

That painting is not pretty in the easy sense. It is powerful because it refuses to 
let the viewer relax. It says: here is a head, but the head is not safe. Here is color, 
but the color does not erase damage. Here is a face, but the face has been split 
open by pressure, history, fame, fear, and thought. 

Now look at Hollywood Africans from 1983. This painting is one of the most 
important Basquiat works for understanding how he dealt with Black 
representation. The Whitney Museum says Hollywood Africans belongs to a 
series of paintings with images and texts related to stereotypes of African 
Americans in entertainment. It was painted while Basquiat was in Los Angeles in 
1983. The three figures on the right represent Basquiat himself, the musician 
Rammellzee, and the painter Toxic, who had traveled with him from New York. The 
painting also includes Basquiat’s birth-date digits, while words like “Sugar Cane,” 



“Tobacco,” “Gangsterism,” and “What is Bwana?” point to the limited roles 
available to Black actors in old Hollywood movies.  

This painting is not just about Hollywood. It is about how America packages 
Blackness. Hollywood has long made money from Black presence while 
controlling Black image. Black people could be shown as servants, criminals, 
exotic figures, entertainers, threats, jokes, or background bodies. Basquiat puts 
that sickness on the canvas. 

The yellow background almost tricks you at first. It is bright. It feels loud. But the 
words are heavy. “Sugar Cane” and “Tobacco” are not random. Those are 
plantation commodities. Those words connect entertainment to slavery and labor. 
Hollywood may seem like lights and cameras, but Basquiat is reminding us that 
American wealth has roots in Black labor and Black extraction. 

“Gangsterism” is another loaded word. Hollywood loves to turn Black men into 
criminals because the image sells. But Basquiat is not just complaining about 
stereotypes. He is showing how stereotypes become profitable. When a culture 
repeats a limited image long enough, the stereotype becomes a market. That is 
what makes the painting sharp: it shows image, race, money, and history all 
tangled together. 

The Whitney also points out Basquiat’s use of crossed-out words. He explained 
that he crossed out words so people would see them more; the obscuring makes 
the viewer want to read them. That is brilliant because he understood the human 
eye. When something is denied, we look harder. A crossed-out word becomes 
louder, not quieter. Basquiat turns censorship into emphasis. 

That is one of his major gifts. He knows how attention works. He knows people 
scan images quickly. So he lays traps for the eye. A word is circled. A word is 
crossed out. A face is half-formed. A crown appears. A phrase looks like a 
mistake, but it keeps pulling you back. His paintings do not let you consume 
them passively. They make you work. 

In Hollywood Africans, the figures are not glamorous portraits. They are 
simplified, almost cartoon-like, but not childish. Their faces sit in the field of 
words like they are being trapped inside a media system. This is Basquiat saying: 
Black artists can be present in Hollywood and still be controlled by the language 
around them. They can be visible and still misrepresented. 

This is why Basquiat matters as a pillar. He does not just celebrate Blackness. He 
studies what happens when Blackness is forced through white-owned systems of 



fame, money, museums, movies, and media. That is not fluff. That is cultural 
analysis in paint. 

Now go to Horn Players, also from 1983. This work is a triptych, meaning it is 
made of three panels. Artsy lists it as acrylic and oilstick on three canvas panels 
mounted on wood supports, 96 by 75 inches, connected to the Broad Art 
Foundation and the Art Gallery of Ontario. The title points us toward jazz, and 
Basquiat’s jazz paintings are some of his strongest statements about Black 
genius. 

Jazz matters because it is one of America’s greatest art forms, and it was created 
from Black experience. But America has often consumed Black music while 
disrespecting Black musicians. Basquiat understood that contradiction. He knew 
Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis, and other Black musicians were not 
just entertainers. They were intellectual architects. They built new systems of 
sound. 

In Horn Players, the painting feels like jazz because the composition moves like 
music. It has black fields, white marks, repeated words, diagram-like lines, faces, 
instruments, and fragments. It does not unfold neatly from left to right like a 
school sentence. It hits in bursts. The painting feels syncopated. 

Syncopation means rhythm that stresses unexpected beats. Basquiat paints like 
that. He does not put all the important information where academic painting tells 
him to put it. He throws your eye off balance. That is part of the intelligence. The 
painting teaches you how to see differently. 

The words in Basquiat’s jazz works often function like sound. They repeat. They 
break. They become rhythm. Some words are readable, some are half-hidden, 
some seem misspelled, some are crossed out. That is not because he cannot 
write. It is because he is treating language as material. A word is not only 
meaning. A word is shape, sound, history, pressure, and symbol. 

In Horn Players, the musicians are not painted like smooth celebrities. They are 
almost skeletal, diagrammed, intense. That makes sense. Jazz, especially bebop, 
was not easy listening in its original force. Bebop was fast, complex, defiant, and 
intellectual. It rejected the idea that Black musicians existed only to entertain 
white audiences. It demanded that listeners keep up. Basquiat’s painting does the 
same thing. It does not beg to be liked. It demands that you follow the speed of 
thought. 



This is important for the Black community because Basquiat helped place Black 
musicians where they belong: inside the history of genius. Not just culture. Not 
just nightlife. Genius. His crowns do that too. The crown is one of his most 
important symbols. When Basquiat crowns a Black figure, he is correcting 
history. He is saying: this person was royalty even if the official history books did 
not treat him that way. 

But the crown is not always simple celebration. A crown can be honor, but it can 
also be burden. When Basquiat crowns people, we should ask: is this person 
being honored, sacrificed, watched, consumed, or turned into a saint after 
suffering? With Basquiat, usually more than one thing is true at the same time. 

Now let’s sit with Defacement, also known as The Death of Michael Stewart, from 
1983. This is not one of those paintings people should talk about lightly. Michael 
Stewart was a young Black artist who died after being arrested by New York City 
transit police. Basquiat painted Defacement on the wall of Keith Haring’s studio 
within a week of Stewart’s death. The Guggenheim describes the work as a 
deeply personal lament and says the exhibition around it examined Basquiat’s 
exploration of Black identity, protest against police brutality, and effort to create a 
singular language of empowerment.  

This painting is direct. Two police figures. A Black figure. Violence. No softness. 
No decorative escape. Basquiat is not hiding behind symbolism here, even 
though symbols are still present. The painting feels like an accusation. It says: 
this is what happened. This is the fear. This is the violence Black artists were 
living under. 

This matters because Basquiat was moving through an art world that could 
celebrate him at night and still not protect someone who looked like him in the 
street. That is the terror underneath Defacement. Michael Stewart could have 
been him. Basquiat reportedly understood that. This was not abstract politics. 
This was personal fear. 

And when we look at it now, we cannot pretend it belongs only to 1983. Police 
brutality, Black death, public grief, and the fight over whose life gets believed are 
still present. That is why the painting stays alive. It is not “dated.” It is evidence. 

Basquiat’s genius in Defacement is that he does not overcomplicate the scene. 
The police are made ugly, almost monstrous. The Black body is dark, central, 
vulnerable. The word “Defacement” hangs like a charge. Defacement usually 
means damaging the surface of something, often a wall, object, or public 
property. But Basquiat flips it. Who is really being defaced? The wall? The city? 



The Black body? The truth? The police story? The painting asks that without 
needing to write an essay. 

That is what serious art can do. It can put a whole argument in one image. 

Now let’s talk about Irony of Negro Policeman from 1981, because even without 
seeing it in front of us here, it is one of the paintings people need to understand. 
The title itself is sharp. Basquiat is not just painting a policeman who is Black. He 
is painting the contradiction of a Black person serving a system that often polices 
Black people violently. The word “irony” matters because irony means a painful 
contradiction between what something seems to be and what it actually means. 

In that painting, the figure has a stiff, mask-like head and a body that feels boxed 
in. Basquiat is not saying every Black police officer is evil or simple. He is 
attacking the larger system. He is asking what happens when someone who 
belongs to an oppressed group becomes an agent of the structure that oppresses 
that group. That is a hard question, not a comfortable one. 

This is where Basquiat is at his strongest. He does not let us reduce Blackness to 
easy pride. He also shows conflict inside Black life. He asks what happens when 
power recruits us, uses us, dresses us in its uniform, and gives us authority that 
may still serve a system built against us. That is not anti-Black. That is serious 
Black critique. 

Now consider his boxer paintings and references, especially works connected to 
figures like Joe Louis and Sugar Ray Robinson. Basquiat returned to Black 
athletes because boxing is one of the clearest metaphors for Black survival in 
America. A Black boxer becomes famous through controlled violence. The crowd 
cheers while the Black body takes punishment. The fighter becomes rich, 
admired, and symbolic, but the system still owns the ring, the purse, the press, 
and often the story. 

Basquiat understood that Black excellence often gets accepted when it can be 
watched, sold, or used. A Black man can be loved as a fighter, singer, dancer, 
athlete, or entertainer while still being denied full intellectual humanity. So when 
Basquiat paints Black athletes, he is not just making sports art. He is examining 
the marketplace of Black greatness. 

This is why his work belongs so deeply to Black learning. He paints the question: 
why does America love Black performance but fear Black power? Why does 
America consume Black rhythm but ignore Black thought? Why does America 
pay for Black bodies but resist Black authority? 



Basquiat’s paintings answer by refusing to separate art from history. He puts 
words in the paintings because history is written in words. He puts bodies in the 
paintings because history happens to bodies. He puts crowns in the paintings 
because history denies royalty to some people and grants it to others. He puts 
prices, commodities, and brand-like symbols in the paintings because history is 
also about money. 

We also need to understand his surfaces. A Basquiat painting often looks 
scratched, layered, unfinished, corrected, damaged, and alive. That surface is 
part of the message. Clean surfaces can lie. Basquiat’s surfaces show struggle. 
They show revision. They show that thought is not always smooth. Sometimes 
truth arrives scratched up. 

That matters for us as learners. We do not need to mistake neatness for 
intelligence. Basquiat proves intelligence can look rough if the roughness carries 
structure. His work can look like graffiti, but it is also history painting. It can look 
like a child’s drawing, but it contains adult knowledge. It can look chaotic, but it is 
full of pattern. 

The Black community’s connection to Basquiat is not just because he was Black 
and famous. It is because he made Black intellectual life visible in a place where 
Black people were often treated as subjects but not authors. Museums had long 
displayed African masks, Black bodies, Black suffering, and Black culture 
through outside eyes. Basquiat entered and said, “No, the Black artist is not just 
the object. The Black artist is the author, the critic, the historian, the witness, and 
the king.” 

That is why the crown is so powerful. The crown is not just ego. It is correction. It 
is reclamation. It is Basquiat reaching backward to crown those denied honor and 
reaching forward to crown himself before the world could reduce him. 

But we should not make him too clean. Basquiat wanted the art world’s 
recognition. He wanted money. He wanted status. He wanted the museum wall. 
That is not a crime. The raw part is that he was trying to win inside a world that 
could value his paintings more easily than his person. The Broad says Basquiat 
was keenly aware of racism in his reception, including both positive and negative 
stereotypes, and that he critiqued an art world that celebrated and tokenized him.  

Tokenized means being included as a symbol of diversity or difference while still 
not being fully respected as a whole person. Basquiat knew that trap. He knew 
the art world wanted the young Black genius, but often in a way that made him 



exotic, wild, marketable, and consumable. His paintings fight that while also 
being sold inside that same machine. That contradiction is part of the work. 

In Hollywood Africans, he exposes the entertainment machine. In Horn Players, 
he crowns Black sound as intellectual royalty. In Untitled/Skull, he opens the head 
and shows identity as injury and energy. In Defacement, he confronts state 
violence against the Black body. In Irony of Negro Policeman, he attacks the 
contradiction of Black participation in anti-Black authority. Across the work, he is 
asking the same deeper question: what does the world do to Black genius, and 
what does Black genius do back? 

Basquiat’s answer is not gentle. His answer is to mark, scratch, name, crown, 
cross out, repeat, expose, and refuse. 

That is why his paintings can feel unfinished. He was not trying to give the viewer 
a closed conclusion. He was giving a live argument. The painting is still thinking 
when you leave it. 

A lot of people love Basquiat because his work looks free. But his freedom is not 
empty freedom. It is built from pressure. It is the freedom of someone who knows 
the rules and chooses when to break them. That is very different from someone 
who never learned anything and just makes noise. 

Basquiat understood Western art history. He understood Black music. He 
understood street culture. He understood advertising. He understood language. 
He understood the performance of fame. He understood anatomy. He understood 
the violence of history. That is why his paintings can hold so much at once. He 
was not painting from ignorance. He was painting from overload. 

The best way to study Basquiat is not to ask, “Why is this worth so much 
money?” That question belongs to the market. A better question is: “What 
knowledge is he forcing into the room?” When we ask that, the paintings open 
up. 

Untitled/Skull forces the room to see the Black head as a site of pressure, 
thought, damage, and life. 

Hollywood Africans forces the room to see how Black image gets packaged by 
entertainment. 

Horn Players forces the room to recognize Black music as genius, structure, and 
royalty. 



Defacement forces the room to face police violence and Black grief. 

Irony of Negro Policeman forces the room to think about power, identity, and 
contradiction inside oppressive systems. 

That is Basquiat’s pillar status. He is not just important because he was 
successful. He is important because he turned the canvas into a place where 
Black history could not be ignored. He made paintings that behave like 
witnesses. They testify. They accuse. They remember. They crown. They mourn. 
They laugh bitterly. They teach. 

And this is the part we should keep: Basquiat’s art does not ask the Black 
community to be simple. It allows Blackness to be brilliant, wounded, stylish, 
angry, sacred, intellectual, musical, historical, funny, contradictory, and royal all 
at once. That is why the work still matters. 

He did not paint Black life as a slogan. 

He painted it as a battlefield of memory. 

He painted it as music with bones in it. 

He painted it as a crown that still has blood underneath. 

That is the real Basquiat: not just a tragic young artist, not just a celebrity painter, 
not just a market phenomenon. He was a visual historian of Black pressure and 
Black brilliance. His paintings are not easy because the truth was not easy. 

 

 


