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This book is dedicated to the memory of  Keith Haring and all the creative daredevils  in his orbit whose lives were cut short by the scourge of AIDS, including, but not limited to, Klaus Nomi, Tseng Kwong Chi, Robert Fraser, Tina Chow, John Sex, David Spada, Tom Rubnitz, Bobby Breslau, Juan Dubose, Martin Burgoyne, Arnie Zane and Robert Mapplethorpe.
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Introduction



It’s a wet Sunday morning on 14th Street in 1983. I am spending a week in New York in order to fling myself into the exploding, neon, post-punk, downtown scene. On the corner of Sixth Avenue I run into a pal named Vikki. She is an LA good-time girl, who has recently moved to Manhattan. She tells me she has scored a job working as a go-go dancer at the newly opened Limelight, a den of iniquity located in a Gothic church on Sixth Avenue and 20th Street. Dancing on a disco cube has always seemed to me like the ultimate metaphor. Life is like a disco cube. We each get our turn. We jump up and jiggle about. And eventually we fall off, and then it’s somebody else’s turn. Some of us are accorded longer jiggle time than others. Fate gave Keith Haring a very truncated jiggle, brief but action-packed.


I am delighted to run into Vikki. I figure she will share intel on the burgeoning groovy scene, and I am correct. ‘You missed Keith Haring’s opening last night. It was insane. Look. He drew all over my shirt.’ She opens her Fiorucci jacket and flashes her T-shirt, which is decorated with a series of cartoony line drawings. ‘Who’s Keith Haring?’, I ask. ‘He’s like this whole thing’, she explains. ‘His drawings are all over the subway. I’m never washing this shirt again. He’s going to be huge. He already shows at Shafrazi. You’re so out of it.’


Three years later, as predicted by Vikki, Keith Haring is enjoying a meteoric rise. He has already created over 50 commissioned works in public spaces around the world, many with strong social messaging. One month after the event I am about to describe, he paints 300 metres of the Berlin Wall, in the drizzle, in front of global media. He is now the most talked-about new artist on the planet. Me? I am less out of it, and living in New York, designing window displays for luxury department store Barneys, where I frequently collaborate with artists.


On this particular occasion, Monday 10 November 1986, it’s not a window display that is the focus of my attention, but a fashion show and party, staged inside the new Barneys 17th Street store, using the winding Andrée Putman-designed staircase as a runway. (Haring is pally with Putman. He knows everyone.) And it’s not just one single artist. We have invited 100 artists and designers to deface, decorate or otherwise transform a classic Levi denim jacket. Participants include Robert Rauschenberg, Jean Paul Gaultier, Andy Warhol, Yves Saint Laurent and Jean-Michel Basquiat. The embellished Levi jackets will be auctioned off to benefit St Vincent’s. Located two blocks from the store, this hospital is where many friends and colleagues are in the process of dying premature and horrifying deaths.


Artists embellishing clothing: it’s a tad revolutionary. Hard to imagine the Impressionists daubing their signature motifs onto items of clothing for kicks, or for charity. In the twenty-first century we now take artist collaborations for granted, but back in the 1980s, Haring’s heyday, it was a decidedly fresh idea. Haring is very much in the vanguard of this art-as-product, art-for-everyone movement. This was also the year that, weathering endless accusations of ‘commercialization’, he opened his legendary Pop Shop on Lafayette Street, selling T-shirts and badges at democratic prices, sending shivers of disdain through the chichi salons of the art world.


That Barneys event, that parade of artist-embellished jackets worn by noteworthy celebrities such as Debbie Harry, Nell Campbell, Dianne Brill, Edwige Belmore and Kate Pierson, is forever seared into my memory. Down the stairway struts Madonna, the most famous girl in the world – blonde and sassy in fishnets – wearing a jacket painted by her old roommate Martin Burgoyne. He has accompanied her to the event despite feeling and looking very ill. Cancerous Kaposi’s sarcoma lesions are clearly visible on his face. By now you are starting to get the picture: welcome to the 1980s, where the plague of the century rages against a backdrop of explosive fun, fashion and music.


Another clear memory of that evening is that the notables and artists were less neurotic and much more freewheeling than they are now. When asked if they want to participate, all the artists and soubrettes simply show up. None requires payment or town cars or coercion or free stuff of any kind. The collision of art, fashion and music is a new thing that is breathing life into the art world and the wider culture, and they are all anxious to be part of it.


And here comes Iman, one-namer and the most legendary supermodel of all time, the future Mrs David Bowie. The Somali-born goddess is floating flawlessly down the stairs wearing a denim jacket painted by … drumroll … Keith Haring. The design – graphic tribal markings on a dark background – recalls the body-painting projects undertaken by Haring three years earlier on the torso of Bill T. Jones and, one year later, on Grace Jones. At the foot of the stairs, Iman encounters Madonna and they ham it up. The entire runway/stairway is a festival of exhibitionism, raucousness and fun. And the artist himself? I did not clock him and assumed he was probably in Paris, basking in the glamour of his one-man show at the Galerie Templon, but Ron Gallela’s photo archive reveals that the peripatetic artist did in fact make an appearance, wearing a rather insouciant black chapeau.


Two years after this event, Haring is diagnosed with AIDS. Four years later he is dead. Famous at 25, dead at 31, Keith Haring’s short, fabulous life – part Rake’s Progress, part Pilgrim’s Progress – is filled with accolades, biblical humiliation, ecstasy and agony.


A Rake’s Progress, a series of eighteenth-century paintings by William Hogarth that inspired a Stravinsky opera, charts the rise and moral decline of one Tom Rakewell, a spunky lad who is seduced by the delights of London, meets the devil and ends up totally bonkers. The moral? ‘For idle hearts and hands and minds the Devil finds work to do.’


Haring had an undeniably rakish side. He was an enthusiastic substance abuser and a full participant in the sexual liberation that kicked off in the late 1970s. After moving to New York City he finds an apartment directly opposite the notorious Club Baths, the ne plus ultra of orgiastic gay fleshpots, and takes full advantage of this opportune/inopportune location. Haring, however, could never in a million years be described as idle. Au contraire – his life was lived at warp speed. His artistic output was relentless, and his work ethic was astonishing. His progress, as we will see, is ultimately more that of a frenetic pilgrim than a self-indulgent rake.


The Pilgrim’s Progress, the most popular religious alle­gory in the English language, was written in the seventeenth century by John Bunyan. The powerful drama of the pilgrim’s trials and temptations follows him in his harrowing journey through the Slough of Despond and the Valley of the Shadow of Death to the Celestial City and redemption.


Haring was a seeker of truth, a bloke who was looking to find Bunyan’s Celestial City, even if he is compelled to paint it himself. Haring’s progress was an earnest rummaging to find meaning. His pilgrimage brought him new mentors and wizards, including Andy Warhol, Timothy Leary and William Burroughs. He absorbed and discarded many philosophical ideas along the way.


‘The public has a right to art. The public is being ignored by most contemporary artists. Art is for everybody’, wrote Keith Haring in his journal on 14 October 1978, during his first semester at New York’s School of Visual Arts. Studio 54 was raging. The Bronx was burning. The fleshpots of NYC were brimming, and Keith Haring was expressing the most uncynical, unsnobby desire to create communicative, popular art.


Keith Haring was a pilgrim for the post-disco era, a revolutionary, a renegade, an artist for the people. He was Banksy before Banksy, but an impresario Banksy, a fearless American blue-collar lad who eschewed anonymity in favour of white-hot global recognition. He achieved that recognition by creating an instantly identifiable repertoire of symbols – barking dogs, spaceships, crawling babies, clambering faceless people – which, thanks to his drive and resilience, became synonymous with the volatile culture of the 1980s. Like a careening, preening pinball, Keith Haring playfully slammed into all aspects of this decade – hip-hop, new wave, graffiti, funk, art, style, gay culture – and brought them together. And he was prescient, as exemplified by his passion for collaboration and commercialism. Haring’s fanatical drive propelled him into the orbit of the most interesting people of his time: Jean-Michel Basquiat and Kenny Scharf envied him; William Burroughs and Richard Avedon collaborated with him; Cher, Dolly Parton and Michael Jackson hung with him; and Madonna and he shared the same tastes in men.


Haring and his pal Madonna were from that last generation of groovy vagabonds, young visionaries who fled their homes and families and struck out on their own. No cell phones, no texting mom and dad for advice or handouts. They, the marginal misfits from the small towns, charged off to the big city and grabbed it by the throat, very much in the same manner as the Warhol boomer generation.


Comparisons of Haring with Warhol are inevitable. There were obvious similarities: they were both gay, born working-class, obsessed with fame and the development of a persona. In their art, however, they were opposites: Warhol took ordinary things – soup cans, pop icons – and elevated them, giving them an importance and gravitas that was camp and amusing. Haring took serious, important things – AIDS, inequality, crack – and made them approachable, playful and bearable.


While Warhol appeared somewhat unnerved by children, and never featured them in his oeuvre – unless you count the cherubs in his early illustrations – Haring is remembered as a veritable Pied Piper. Children played a huge role in his pilgrimage. It is hardly surprising that his most famous symbol is the Radiant Baby. Haring was an unpretentious communicator who appeared happiest when mentoring a gang of kids, arming them with brushes and attacking the nearest wall, creating his Celestial City.
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The Radiant Baby


Keith Haring’s childhood dripped with twentieth- century Americana, a bit like a Bruce Springsteen song. He was born in the USA – on 4 May 1958 in Reading, Pennsylvania, and raised in nearby Kutztown, population 3,000. His parents, Joan and Allen, met at high school and began dating one year after graduating. At the time of Keith’s birth, Allen was in the Marines. After returning home he joined Western Electric (subsequently AT&T), and became a manufacturing supervisor. Joan thought of becoming a teacher, but surrendered career aspirations to the more challenging roles of mother and homemaker. Mr and Mrs Haring – American, blue-collar, earnest – worshipped at the United Church of Christ.


Joan and Allen had four kids: Keith, Kay, Karen and Kristen, the Ks of Kutztown, with a best friend named Kermit. So many Ks. Squinting backwards through the lens of contemporary culture, it’s hard not to view the Haring ménage as if it were some kind of Norman Rockwell version of Kim, Khloé, Kourtney, Kendall et al. Comparisons with the Kardashians are not entirely without merit. Keith’s immense drive, professional and sexual, his self-belief and his commercial instincts would later match those of any Kardashian. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.


Allen Haring, a good-natured dude with a crew cut and conventional aspirations, was a committed dad and a talented amateur artist. As a kid Allen had demonstrated some of the single-minded artistic commitment that would later characterize his son’s career. His first set of oil paints was purchased with funds accrued from trapping muskrats. Surely only a handful of artists, amateur or professional, can make such a claim.


Allen Haring loved to draw cartoons and passed this passion on to his only son. By age 1, young Keith is already sitting on Dad’s knee and doodling. They play a game they call ‘putting down lines’: you do a line, now I do a line, a strange harbinger of future cocaine consumption. Young Keith develops a voracious enthusiasm for drawing that has all the earmarks of an addiction, albeit a positive one. Cartoon drawings of dogs and dragons fill the house. Astonishing quantities of pencils are consumed, to be replenished by homemaker Joan.


The glimmerings of a signature style begin to emerge. Keith’s first artistic inspiration comes from comics and TV cartoons of the 1960s, including Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny. Keith favours the stylized graphic simplicity of Dr. Seuss and Charles Schulz over the more detailed, filled-in Dick Tracy or Batman cartoons. For Keith it is all about the outline. His imagination is fertilized by the preposterous fantasy TV shows – The Addams Family, I Dream of Jeannie and Mister Ed, the talking horse – that prevail in the 1960s. Unhinged narratives and sci-fi iconography worm their way into his developing consciousness.


His passion for drawing remains consistent and obsessive. Teachers remember him as highly motivated, single- minded and resistant to guidance or direction. Keith, with his lines and interlocking shapes, is clearly on a mission. In junior high school he draws a continuous cartoon strip, using ball-point pen, on a 15-foot-long roll of adding-machine tape. With its depiction of the ongoing war between the hippies and the cops, Keith unwittingly creates a countercultural version of the Bayeux Tapestry, the 1,000-year-old record of the Battle of Hastings. For his efforts Keith wins an art prize. He later wins a prize for a map of the United States, which is decorated with symbols – a Mickey Mouse indicating Florida – an early example of his desire to combine art and information in a communicative, simplified fashion. Eight years later, when he careens into the School of Visual Arts in New York City, he will write explicitly about his approach to symbolism in his journal, concluding that ‘Keith Haring thinks in poems / Keith Haring paints poems’.
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