Defacement: The Untold Story, Jean-Michel Basquiat
By Athena Usluer

This essay will de-construct a contemporary artwork, with matters on police brutality by using contexts that involve race, violence, and political presentation. These topics are representing the meanings behind the artwork Defacement, this artwork was done by Jean-Michel Basquiat in 1983. The painting is based on Michael Stewarts death caused by police brutality in a subway, Stewart was a close friend of Basquiat, they both charged their talents in the art domain. Commonly known famous artist Jean-Michel Basquiat who practiced under the categories of Neo-expression, Primitive, and Contemporary Art. Basquiat was born in 1960 at Brooklyn, New York, United States of America. Unfortunately, in 1988 he passed away from a heroin overdose at the age of 27 at his studio in New York. He was brought up by his Puerto Rican Mother and Haiti Father, coming from such a diverse family background Basquiat fluently spoke three languages which were English, French, and Spanish. That made him trilingual, a report on Elite Daily which stated, “able to experience this world using so many different perspectives.” (Chris Riotta) meaning that Basquiat had a different approach to life. 
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Figure 1
Jean-Michel Basquiat



[bookmark: _Int_zho8bgD4][bookmark: _Int_6HBE7SI0][bookmark: _Int_AwIPvYgq]Since a noticeably early age, his Mother Matilda Andradas influenced her son Basquiat to get experimental with the Artistic world, additionally she taught him to read and write at just at the age of four. Basquiat's family came from a middle-class background, however that did not stop his family from sending him to private school. A couple of years later at the age of eight Basquiat was hit by a car, leaving him under recovery in Hospital. Whilst there his Mother Matilda brought him a Greys Anatomy book to give Basquiat visual insight to his injuries, which later greatly influenced his artwork style where figures would have their inside anatomy exposed. Matilda and Basquiat's father Gerad Basquiat went through a divorce leaving Basquiat’s sisters living with their father and Jean-Michel Basquiat with his mother. Gerad was known to be an abusive father and husband. After when Basquiat was around 11 years old, his mother was admitted into a psychiatric hospital, however whenever she would be dispatched from the intuitions, she would bring Basquiat to Art galleries, botanical gardens, and museums. 

He initially started off as a graffiti street artist at the age of seventeen, right after he dropped out of high school. He partnered with his friend from the school Al Diaz, who already went around the New York suburbs to graffiti. They frequented around subways and old streets of lower Manhattan and Brooklyn. Basquiat and Diaz drafted poems, tags, and political statements, which were all signed off with ‘SAMO.’ SAMO was their personalised brand, it stood for “Same old shit.” After their friendship fell out in 1980, Basquiat began working on his own. He wanted to make his own paintings for sale. Unfortunately, Basquiat was homeless and impoverished. Seeking shelter from friends' houses Basquiat made phenomenal activist art. Basquiat would draw on any surface he could find. 

Basquiat went around New York selling shirts and postcards that he painted onto. That is how he met Andy Warhol, by selling Warhol a postcard while dinning at an expensive restaurant. Basquiat's career took a sharp turn after bonding with Andy Warhol, they both started collaborating to create art pieces in the early 80’s. Andy Warhols assistant Ronnie Cutrone, who was a Pop artist sated that, “It was like some crazy-art world marriage, and they were the odd couple. The relationship was symbiotic. Jean-Michel thought he needed Andy's fame, and Andy thought he needed Jean-Michel's new blood. Jean-Michel gave Andy a rebellious image again.” (Ronnie Cutrone) This was the time when Basquiat started to integrate in the high establishment of the art world. Although his work seems ‘childish’ as some critics would have said, the meanings behind each of his work stands for a high importance. He relies on an important message behind each artwork, he tackles problems such as racism, social injustice, and police brutality that will be discussed even further. This essay will cover on the topic of police violence and political segments on it. 
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Figure 2

DEFACEMENT, 1983

[bookmark: _Int_j4UTKdNH][bookmark: _Int_iGoMMxgM]Defacement, Basquiat painted a pictured image of Michael Stewart’s tragic death. This violent incident was due police brutality. Present in 2022 police violence is unfortunately still actively happening. In 2020 the murder of George Floyd took a hard hit globally and brought even more intention to the social movement of Black Lives Matter. BLM was initially founded ‘’in 2013 by three female Black organisers’’. (Howard University). In an article by TN2 it mentioned that “George Floyd’s death in May of this year retains the echo of Stewart’s. As the world collectively remembers victims of racial violence, cultural outlets turn the spotlight onto artists of colour.” (TN2) Basquiat was an artist ahead of his time, he has over fourteen paintings on police brutality, a few examples of artworks on that topic are; ‘SAMO as an end to the Police,’ ‘The irony of Negro Policeman,’ ‘La Hara,’ ‘Obnoxious Liberals,’ and ‘Defacement’ the artwork based on this essay. He covers information on the corrupted police enforcement. He displays the factors of brutality in the system. The victim Stewart was Basquiat's street artist friend. Stewart was 25 years old when he got murdered. Stewart was in New York City Centre in First Avenue, where he was writing on the walls. He got arrested by two police officers due to his harmless actions, however, as an African American man he was not treated fairly. These were white supremacist officers who exploited their power position, arrested Stweart by tossing him violently to the ground and beating him up. These acts were backed by witnesses. Later after his arrest Stweart was left in a coma for thirteen days were he then passed away. Reports mentioned “severe bruising on his body and brain damage” that indicated hard evidence of aggressive abuse for the police officers. 

Basquiat is known to work with mix media. In his piece Defacement he used acrylic, marker on sheet rock (dry wall). The stokes on this piece are bold and expressive, a black silhouette figure is standing upright at the centre of the image represents Michael Stewart. On each side you can visualize two police officers in electric blue uniform and hot pink flesh. Both police officer figures are holding a baton and aggressively putting it top use, the officer on the left has sharp canines that represent demonic image. The figure of Michael Stewart has no features, it is an abstract form. That symbolizes that Stewarts was seen for his colour and not the human being he was. Basquiat said, “That could have been me” (Jean-Michel Basquiat). Which makes the audience believe that the black silhouette stands for all Black artists, or any Black person. 
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