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FOREWORD


"I DON’T KNOW HOW TO DESCRIBE MY WORK IN ANY OTHER WAY. IT’S LIKE ASKING MILES DAVIS, ‘HOW DOES YOUR TRUMPET SOUND?’"


Using the artist’s own words is the best way of summing up what making art is for Jean-Michel Basquiat: pure improvisation, violence, instinct, and passion. The most common (and most trivial) mistake is to fail to see an underlying rationale behind any of these four nouns. Indeed, in Basquiat we see a detailed analysis of the society in which he lived, a constant anger in his attempts to protect or immunize it against suffering, and the innate strength that will get him “to the top,” among the biggest stars of the 1980s New York art scene.


A few preliminary notes are required prior to the reading of this book. Let’s start with the most obious each chapter is speci cally connecte to facts an eents rawn from Basquiat’s life. “The Radiant Child” is the title of a magazine article that appeared 
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in Artforum in December 1981, written by the New York artist and critic Rene Ricard. The article was crucial to the development of the young painter of Haitian origin’s career, bringing his early work into the spotlight.


Ricard writes: “If Cy Twombly and Jean Dubuffet were to have a child and put him up for adoption, it would be Jean-Michel. He has all the elegance of Twombly—whose work has the same origin in graffiti—coupled with the Art Brut of a young Dubuffet. The difference is that Dubuffet’s ideas required preliminary explanation, a text of their own, in order to be understood, while in Jean-Michel’s work the ideas are integrated into, and articulated by, the very need to paint.” The title (“The Radiant Child”) also refers to his chilhoo, a time when asuiat was able to store up the  rst tangible motifs that would recur so powerfully later on, throughout his work as a painter. One need only think of his much-cherished copy of Gray’s Anatomy, a book of anatomical illustrations.


“New York/New Wave” is the title of the famous exhibition curated by Diego Cortez in ebruary of the same year  t was asuiats  rst maor group show, at which a number of gallery owners—most notably, Annina Nosei—recognized the strength of his work. “New York/New Wave” was a kind of “happening;” anyone who was part of the cultural ferment of the early 1980s New York underground scene was involved: there were o ae musicians an art pun, performances an reaingsan obiously, graf ti


“New Art/New Money,” on the other hand, was the title on the cover page of the New York Times magazine of 10 February 1985: Basquiat appears wearing no shoes and a stylish, charcoal gray rmani suit staine with acrylic e loos towar us, con ent and detached. At a certain point the American art market underwent a radical change, an with it the  gure of the gallery owner no longer a re ne, culture presence at the service of the individual artist and his or her world, they began to break all ethical and rational codes, giving way to a market characterized by savage buying and selling, rivers of money, an a commoi cation of the artobect that reﬂ ecte a new star system Basquiat becomes part of this circuit; having desperately wanted to get into it, he ends up being consumed by it, with no way of going back. 


“Andy Warhol” is dedicated to the father of Pop Art and his brief artistic relationship with Basquiat. It’s impossible to think of these two as separate entities, whether in life or their reciprocal artistic output.


“Riding With Death” is the title of one of Basquiat’s last paintings, completed shortly before his eath in  ts style is simple, sparse,  erce a horseman ries a seleton, galloping toward a sadly premature and dramatically pre-written end.


here is a ery speci c reason as to why  hae chosen to use certain colors o tell the biographical story you have in your hands, I looked back at the whole of Basquiat’s 
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oeuvre hese are the colors that ump out the most in his early wor, coneying power, transgression, and elegance. It is therefore an homage, an attempt to make a graphic novel out of something that is not. If we think of the same process in reverse, we might look to Keith Haring, or Roy Lichtenstein, who dipped into a certain kind of “pop” aesthetic when creating their own personal universe. 


The same goes for the notebook pages. Basquiat wrote, drew, and painted compulsively, all the time, and everywhere. Many of his sketchbooks consist of notes, poems, single sentences, crossings out, and doodles. Simulating one of Jean-Michel’s diaries helped me to retell moments or points of view based on strictly personal events—a plot device that also has a strong graphic quality. 
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