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Virtually no other artist comes anywhere close to being as representative of the 1980s and 
that decade’s pulsating New York art scene as does the brilliantly exceptional artistic 
phenomenon that was Jean-Michel Basquiat. Born in New York as the son of a Haitian father 
and a Puerto Rican mother in 1960, he ran away from home at age 17—initially making his way 
as a graffiti artist and at times even living on the street. It was not long, however, before he 
began his rapid ascent. Basquiat’s meteoric career can seem something like fast-forwarding 
through a movie filled with sequences where the principal character interacts with his era’s 
most significant artists, including David Bowie and Madonna. Moreover, Basquiat also 
maintained an inspiring friendship with Andy Warhol. His paintings were soon in extremely 
high demand, appreciating rapidly in value—and by 1982, he had become both the youngest-
ever participant in documenta 7 and the first world-famous artist with Afro-American-
Caribbean roots. Basquiat was unable to withstand the challenge posed by this quick success 
for long, however, and he died of a drug overdose in 1988. 
 
Basquiat’s oeuvre is more current than ever and remains every bit as pioneering and visionary 
as it was back then. His works turn a spotlight both on African heritage and on problematic 
hierarchies in society, with omnipresent racism being the theme that he found most 
important and personally relevant. As an eccentric outsider and an exploited superstar of his 
times, Basquiat now stands among contemporary art’s most significant key figures. 
 
Basquiat. Of Symbols and Signs is Austria’s first comprehensive museum-based retrospective 
featuring Jean-Michel Basquiat’s extraordinary oeuvre.  
This exhibition at the ALBERTINA Museum shows around 50 major works from renowned 
public and private collections, providing new insights into Basquiat’s one-of-a-kind visual 
language and decoding the substance behind his artistic ideas.  

 


