
It wasn’t Picasso who started it, nor was it 
Braque. Neither was it Toulouse-Lautrec 
and the great poster artists of the fin de 

siècle. The simultaneous use of words and im-
ages is as old as art itself. In China they have 
been inseparable since the invention of paper 
more than two thousand years ago; while in 
the West, one only has to consider the medi-
eval genius for illuminated manuscripts and 
the inclusion of the names of saints on pre-Re-
naissance frescoes. As Volker Klein puts it: 

“For me, writing has always been part of the 
grammar of visual art in equal measure as 
color, stroke, composition, surface, etc. And 
not just for me. Just think of the most ancient 
Christian paintings, of Arab art in which, for 
religious reasons, it is forbidden to represent 
man, as well as in the art of Orthodox Judaism. 
In modern art it was mainly reintroduced by 
the Cubists a hundred years ago. Then noth-
ing new.”

Nothing new, indeed.

For this article I have selected half a 
dozen contemporary artists who, in their 
very differing ways, are redefining the 
parameters of modern art by incorporating 
the written word into their visual work in 
new and exciting ways. They are:

Toti O’Brien,
Volker Klein,
Alexander Christoph Sterzel,
Helen Ivory,
Ruben Dominguez Leon, and
Erika Capobianco. 

My choice, although necessarily personal, 
has been dictated by quality, originality, and 
the fact that they have all been extremely 
willing to discuss their aesthetic process 
with me for the purpose of this article. So 
willing, in fact, that I intend to mostly stand 
back as a writer and let them create this 
essay in their own words. If this gives the 
piece a somewhat random, patchwork feel, 
then all to the good; it is entirely appropriate 
to the subject matter. I would much prefer 
you—the reader—listen to what they say, 
look at the illustrations accompanying this 
article, and then form your own opinion 
rather than have me analyze these artworks 
for you. I would also like to thank these 
artists for giving so generously of their time. 
It is sincerely appreciated.

The simultaneous 
use of words and 
images is as old 
as art itself.

The Color The Color 
of Our of Our 
DreamsDreams

MichaelMichael
PaulPaul

 Hogan Hogan
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Born in Rome, but now living in Los 
Angeles, Toti O’Brien is a painter, collagist, 
poet, essayist, short-story writer, maker 
of exquisite handicrafts, and professional 
musician and dancer. Other Maidens (a 
collection of poetry) and An Alphabet of Birds 
(short stories) were both published in 2020. 

But I must rewind to June 2016 when Forage 
Poetry Journal devoted an entire issue to a 
revaluation of the sonnet form, and it was 
there that I first saw Sonetto in Morte di 
Madonna Laura. And although I have since 
become a great admirer of all aspects of Toti’s 
extraordinarily diverse art, it was inevitable 
that that particular work would be uppermost 
in my mind when I spoke to her recently.

Toti O’Brien
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Hogan: I want my essay to address the 
connection between art and writing with 
reference to people like yourself who are 
both artists and writers. But writing a poem, 
publishing a book of poems, or painting a 
picture is one thing, and it is an important 
thing, but I am really looking at where the 
two things collide, where a work of art 
consists of both words and images. Do you 
remember the work of yours that I first fell 
in love with? Sonetto in Morte di Madonna 
Laura. That is what I’m thinking of—where 
the divisions between art and literature are 
blurred or combined or however you want 
to put it. I want to get inside the mind of 
artists who blur the distinction between art 
and literature, between literary and visual 
forms. And if you have any thoughts on your 
own approach/aesthetic with respect to 
combining the two, I would love to hear it.

O’Brien: I am not an artist that specifically 
and constantly uses the written word as 
part of her work. Those exist—visual poets, 
concrete poets, and such. I greatly admire 
them. I do not include text/words/letters in 
my work as a rule, though I do it quite often, 
but when I do, it happens without a conscious 
intention or a predetermined choice. 

An excellent example is the piece you already 
mentioned. Sonetto in Morte di Madonna 
Laura is the title of a famous work by Italian 
Renaissance poet Francesco Petrarca. I 
happened to find a few ripped pages of a 

small and very old edition, and I simply 
transformed them into a larger object. I 
had two intentions: first, preserving them, 
integrating the frail, ripped, yellowing 
pages into something durable, making a 
larger, more solid ensemble; and second, 
extracting their juice, so to speak, see where 
the handling of those pages, the repeated 
vision of the words they contained would 
bring me. They—the pages and the words I 
kept reading, some of them rapidly taking 
the lead, becoming the focus—brought me 
somewhere indeed, to the central image, as 
I gradually was fulgurated by the evidence 
of what had happened to the writer. Only at 
the moment of Laura’s death did Petrarca 
see the world, and himself. The entire sonnet 
is the brutality of the revelation that he had 
lived in a sort of blur, obnubilated by his 
longing and torment, until she disappeared. 
But on doing so, in a f lash, everything was 
made visible: the reality that was there, 
nature, their lives, the possibility, the 
present, and his own being. Through Laura’s 
death, Petrarca achieved awareness of it all. 
Therefore, the disappearing woman in the 
center turns back and takes a picture . . . of 
him . . . while vanishing, and she gives the 
picture to him as a gift of the proof of his 
own existence. And his sonnet is, probably, 
the acknowledgment of the gift received. So 
the central image was engendered by the 
text, no doubt, as it layered itself on the 
surface.
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Alexander 
Christoph 

Sterzel
Born in Ludwigsburg, Germany, in 1967, Al-
exander Christoph Sterzel now lives in nearby 
Stuttgart and has worked in a wide variety of 
artistic fields—including music, theater, and 
film—throughout his career. However, it is as 
a painter that he has particularly made a name 
for himself, with exhibitions in Paris, London, 
and New York as well as Germany, Poland, and 
Italy. 

One of Sterzel’s favorite stylistic devices is 
anachronism: people, figures, characters, or 
pieces of text from the most varied of genres 
and epochs are connected to one another, 
leading to their own communication as 
imposed by the artist. 

In this way, Sterzel creates a “pseudo-reality” 
in his pictures based on his use of independent 
stories that combine to form an expanded 
puzzle. It is through surrealism that he has 
found the appropriate artistic medium to 
articulate himself, but although analogies 
to the style of Max Ernst are inevitable, the 
references to pop art and comic books are no 
less important. In short, Alexander Sterzel 
invites us into a fluid surreal world where 
things come to be and inevitably pass away 
again. His recently published book, Faked 
Diagnosis I. & II., provides an excellent 
introduction to his work.

Hogan: I am interested in where words and 
images collide in contemporary painting, 
the aesthetics of incorporating some form 
of text into a work of pictorial art, and the 
fundamental relationship between words 
and images in the work as a whole. 

What is your own personal aesthetic in this 
respect? I assume (perhaps wrongly) that 
the images come first and the words (or even 
mathematical formulae) are added later. Are 
those words chosen primarily for their actual 
meaning, or is an equally important factor the 
look of them, over and above their literal value? 

What makes you decide whether the words 
you use are in English or German? In your 
wonderful painting The Big POW Show, you 
have not only those two languages but also 
Chinese characters. Why? 

Finally (for now!) some of your most striking 
paintings (for example, The Calypso Cabaret 
Show or In Love We Trust) very conspicuously 
do not have a textual element. How do you 
decide whether a piece needs or does not 
need a piece of written text to be complete?

Sterzel: Your questions are very interesting. 
I worry I can’t answer all of them. Not because 
I don’t want to, but because one part of my 
working is building up by intuitiveness. And 
who can really answer this? Anyway, I will try.

You are right: I always start with a picture. 
Never with words or text. But when the picture 
develops, sometimes I have poetry in my mind. 
It could be that the picture would be modified. 
But the poetry in mind is still the same. Then it 
is time for a break. This can be one day or one 
month or one year.
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One day the work goes on. Meanwhile, I forget the lyrics, but I don’t 
worry. The subconscious is now like a little helping hand. It could 
be that I have overpainted the picture more than one time. If my 
instinct tells me that it is time to install words right now, I do it. 
Sometimes the words have nothing to do with the picture anymore, 
or the words help me to find the way to finish the artwork. However, 
it is a very long process till I really can finish the work.

Then there are two ways to use written words. First, because of 
the meaning of them, or second, because the typography used as 
a written picture doesn’t matter to the meaning. To explain more 
easily: It could be I’m painting a sun and you find the words: this 
is the sun. Or I’m painting a sun and you can read: sweet danger 
moments.

This is the problem that Ludwig Wittgenstein explained. We (human beings) have 
all the same words but every person has another memory associated with this 
term. So this is the reason why people never will understand each other 100 
percent.

So, what to do if you have no more words for articulation? You use paintings. 
Pictures. That’s why Instagram is so successful. Everybody in the world will 
understand pictures that people post, even if everybody in the world has other 
associations with them. And here is the point where I also use words, lyrics, 
poetry to complete the picture for better understanding. But the words may be 
distorted now because the meaning of the picture has changed. So sometimes I 
think it is OK to paint without words inside.

Hmmm, not easy in English to describe!

At least I discovered this way for my speech in art more than thirty years ago.
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Born in 1969 in Luton, a town in the southeast 
of England, Helen Ivory is one of the most 
acclaimed poets of her generation as well as 
an artist who works mainly with small-scale 
installations and literary collage. Readers 
of Still Point Arts Quarterly might already be 
familiar with her work; she was featured in 
the winter 2019 issue—Phenomenal Woman. 
Ivory currently lives in Norwich where she 
teaches online for the University of East 

Anglia / National Centre for Writing and edits 
the webzine Ink Sweat and Tears. 

Hear What the Moon Told Me, a book of col-
lage / mixed media / acrylic painted poems, 
published in 2016, is a perfect example of 
how to combine words and images on the 
printed page. There is no better introduction 
to it than her own artist’s statement, released 
to coincide with the publication of that book:

U Helen Ivory U

Most of my practice involves play. I am interested in the 
way words and images dance with each other and shift 

their meanings and connotations. 

One of my main concerns as a practitioner is giving new 
life to discarded things, and the foraged materials here 

are sliced and patched from flea market finds. 
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I have always loved Bagpuss, a popular children’s 
animated TV series from the 1970s, in which toys 
in an antique shop routinely come to life. I would 
happily be one of his imagining, singing mice, 
stitching new stories from castaway threads.

The poems in Hear What the Moon Told Me are made in 
the play of word and image. Materials are sourced from 
flea-market-foraged photographs bought for a song; 

from women’s magazines of the forties, fifties, and six-
ties—their drudgery and pragmatic glamour; from the 
magic and innocence of vintage fairytale books; and 
from the marvel at the glory of the world found in the 
1950s Arthur Mee children’s encyclopaedias.

Nothing is arbitrary here; a logic is created and then 
stuck down with glue—sometimes dream logic rich 
in metaphor and symbolism. Hear What the Moon 

Told Me grows from the same family 
tree as the assemblages of Joseph 
Cornell and the imagining, singing 
mice who live with Bagpuss, stitching 
new stories from discarded threads.

Meanings and connotations are shifted 
in the juxtaposition of tone, by the wit 
and mischievous imagination of placing 
them into the arena of a contemporary 
reading. They are far more than a 
simple ironic take on an earlier age; 
they inform where we (and women 
in particular) find ourselves now by 
digging deep. There is heartbreak in the 
innocence of their dreams, beauty and 
strength in the weight and imbalance 
of societal expectation. They are also 
songs to remind us of wonder: the habits 
of bees and small crawling creatures, 
electricity and other sorcery.

Hogan: I have spent the last thirty 
minutes looking at the images in Hear 
What the Moon Told Me, and I cannot tell 
you how impressed I am all over again. 
They give me pleasure on any number 
of levels and are fantastic works of art. 
I have two groups of questions:

I presume the image comes first; is 
this correct? How long does it take to 
choose the words to fit the image? And 
the words themselves—how much is 
random; how much is carefully selected?

The words would appear to be cut out 
with a scissors by hand. Others might 
have been tempted to use a ruler and 

a razor blade. I personally like the fact 
that they are imperfectly clipped. Is 
this a part of the aesthetic?

Ivory: Thank you, pleased you like 
them! Going to be making some more 
collages; I have been collecting materi-
als like a magpie-squirrel!

The process is, as with my boxes, that I 
find a background / box first and then 
build onto it. With the collages, I use old 
book board covers as a ground / base, 
which sometimes become part of the 
finished thing if the texture / words are 
interesting enough. I sometimes use 
frames from things like vintage National 
Geographic or music score books to hold 
a composition in place. This can either 
come at the end or the beginning. And 
yes, the images do come first and then 
the words. The images present them-
selves quite quickly as they are often the 
reason I have selected / foraged the book 
from a flea market, second-hand shop, or 
ebay in the first place.

The words take a little longer, and I 
think I am working both at making 
sense of the images and disrupting the 
reading of them. I often make myself 
laugh at the juxtapositions suggested 
to me in my word / phrase search. I 
don’t think anything is random. We 
are sense-making, story-making, logic-
finding beasts—no matter how wild our 
stories. If there is a convincing enough 
thread, somebody will hold onto it!

I tend to like older stock books 
and ephemera because the quality or 

ink and paper is often a little degraded or foxed, 
and it’s not quite as slick as modern printing, so it 
seems more human. Also, the idea that humans have 
touched and read these things before adds to the life 
story of the objects themselves. I use a scalpel (same 
scalpel handle I bought when I was nineteen for use 
in my Foundation Art and Design course!) but no 
ruler, so the edges are ragged and look like what 
they are: words cut from other sources. Older paper 

cuts differently and sometimes you will have a 
ripped-edge effect no matter how neat you try to cut 
your lines; it’s more pulpy. I am a bit of a materials 
fetishist, as you may have gathered!

When I am happy with everything, I begin 
sticking it down. It can take a couple of days, so I 
am lucky enough to have somewhere to work that is 
not frequented by drafts and other people. Paper is 
notoriously flighty.
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Volker Klein was born in Dortmund, Germany, 
in 1950 but has lived in Rome for the past 
forty years. His canvases are beautiful, multi-
textured combinations of paint and collage, 
characterized by sparing use of color and 
unexpected juxtapositions of seemingly 
random images and fragments of text. He 
has given many solo exhibitions in Italy and 
has also been part of collective showings in 
Madrid and New York. In addition to being a 
painter, he is a professional musician; he and 
his Italian wife, Mimma Santarsiero, formed 
the six-piece folk band Auriko in 2003, with 
Mimma as frontwoman and lead vocalist 
and himself as principal arranger and player 
of the cantabile flute. Although they have 
toured Italy and France and appeared on TV, 
they are most often found playing in small 
clubs in Rome.

Hogan: Very often the words you use on 
the canvas are the title of the painting. I like 
this idea. When and why did you develop 
it? Sometimes the words are painted like 
handwriting (in a bar by the river) and 
other times like text print (finalmente 
liberi!). Is this just personal preference at 
the time, or is there a deeper meaning? 

Why the truncated title of dea in bici? It’s 
very intriguing. Is that simply the reason? 

What do the other words in guardami 
signify? Who is Nina? 

Volker Volker KleinKlein
In la venditrice di limo some text is on 
the surface and some is half-obliterated by 
the paint. What is the artistic (or perhaps 
intellectual) purpose of presenting the text 
in these different ways? 

What is the aesthetic function of the 
newspaper in think don’t think?

What kind of paints, brushes, canvases, other 
materials do you use?

Klein: I had to think a lot about your 
questions, and I also had to observe myself 
at work to understand why I use writing in 
painting. Unfortunately, my English is not 
very good, and I have to resort to Google for 
help with translating. I want to try to answer 
your specific questions:

I don’t write the title in the picture!!! It is the 
opposite. The writing appears while I work by 
association of ideas in the painting and then, 
since I always have a bit of difficulty finding a 
more original title, I use this writing as a title. 
I don’t lack ideas when I paint, but when I have 
to find a title, often nothing comes to my mind.

The title la venditrice di limoni has a 
different function. I wanted to give a very 
clear political message with the words “no 
nuke please” and “8 AM,” the time of the 
explosion of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. 
But since I don’t really like messages in art 
that are too explicit, I wanted, with the title, 
to direct attention to the girl who, with her 
eyes, asks not to use nuclear power anymore. 
The other writings in the painting do not have 
much meaning; therefore, they are veiled.
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The choice to write the words by hand or 
brush has only a pictorial sense. in a bar 
by the river is written in blue because we 
needed blue in that place. Otherwise, the 
picture didn’t work. Very similar is the use 
of the newspaper, for example, in think don’t 
think. I like it in the same way that Cubists 
such as Georges Braque, Juan Gris, and others 
liked it. Just beautiful and nothing more.

dea in bici is not truncated. In everyday 
Italian, instead of bicycle we say bici. 

Rather, why goddess? Because there is 
Zeus in the form of a bull watching her. 
You can see that bicycles are used in my 
Olympus. It’s just a hint of humor that is 
often found in my paintings as well as in 
my character.

This kind of humor is also found in my Bob 
Ross quotes. If you don’t know Bob Ross, 
you MUST watch him on YouTube. Bob Ross 
did a TV show, The Joy of Painting, for many 
years and taught the use of oil colors in 

landscape painting. These broadcasts are 
repeated again and again on German TV, 
even after the death of Bob Ross. In every 
show he said the same sentences. To clean 
the brushes: “Beat the devil out of it.” To 
paint trees: “Think about shape and form,” 

“bring it all together,” or “there are no errors 
in painting, there are only happy accidents.”

The words in guardami all mean “look at 
me” in English, French, Spanish, Dutch, and 
German. I made the painting on the occasion 

of my personal exhibition in Rome entitled 
Eros in the Paintings of Volker Klein. That 
painting is about exhibitionism, and Nina 
Hagen, a German rock singer, was always 
an exhibitionist during her shows. At the 
bottom left of the painting is a photo of her 
in a miniskirt.

I can’t tell you anything about my painting 
techniques. These are techniques I have been 
developing for decades, and of course I have 
my secrets.
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Born in Culiacan 
Rosales, capital city 
of Sinaloa estado in 
northwest Mexico, 
Ruben Dominguez 
Leon is one of the 
most striking and 
distinctive painters 
of the modern 
era, creating an 
extraordinary 
dreamworld 
that combines 
breathtaking 
imagination with 
superb technique. 

Ruben Dominguez Leon When he was twelve years old, he started writing and illustrating a kind of diary that he called 
The Book of Yoshern, for which he created a new semi-hieroglyphic language. Since then, he has 
reached a worldwide audience, holding exhibitions in Moscow, Japan, Argentina, and the United 
States as well as many European countries, including Holland, France, Italy, Sweden, and Spain. A 
brief but excellent introduction to his work can be gained by watching Ruben Dominguez Leon—
Obras on YouTube.

Hogan: I am interested in investigating 
where words and images combine in contem-
porary painting, the aesthetics of incorpo-
rating some form of text into a work of pic-
torial art, and the fundamental relationship 
between words and images in the work as a 
whole. What is your own personal aesthetic 
in this respect?

Your style is immediately distinctive. What 
painters or personal life experiences do you 
believe have contributed to your style, and 
are there any painters who incorporate text 

into their canvases who you would say have 
influenced your own art?

Finally, what materials do you use? I mean, 
what kinds of paint, brushes, canvases?

Leon: I started drawing at the age of eight, 
and my style has evolved in different stages 
of my life. Some of my paintings reflect that 
lonely childhood in a desert place in northern 
Mexico near the border where a group of 
Spanish adventurers and exiled Maronite 
Lebanese arrived—my ancestors. But a 
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fortuitous event made my curiosity explode 
when a reproduction of The Garden of Earthly 
Delights came into my hands. It was like a 
spell, and since then I have been captivated 
by many artists. As I have matured, my 
style has been transformed, leaving behind 
the predominant influence of surrealism, 
although it still conserves some elements 
but transformed and adapted those to new 
concerns. 

Disappointments and hopes in a different 
world, the desire to explore new audiovisual 
fields, the use of art as a mirror in which to 
reflect our humanity . . . these are some of the 
engines that drive my search and nourish my 
works.

The idea of accompanying drawings and 
paintings with complete sentences or just 
words began as a teenager. Enchanted by the 
mystery of ancient civilizations, especially 
the Egyptian, I invented a kind of alphabet 
based on symbols with which I accompanied 
my drawings of that time. There are still 

some small hidden inscriptions lying 
around in my current paintings. As I have 
matured my style, I have incorporated 
some words in different languages; some 
are poems, others are simple phrases that 
come to mind automatically; other times 
the phrases have a meaning linked to the 
image in such a way that the text by itself 
has an aesthetic value; some are symbols 
that represent a feeling or an entire idea 
meditated in those long hours working 
alone. Lately, I have painted a series of 
images about newspaper clippings from 
around the world with negative news, the 
political upheaval, the anti-fascist riots, 
the climate rarefied by a pandemic that has 
revealed the fragility of our society. Some 
images are dramatic and others of complete 
serenity, as if I was trying to cover the 
unpleasant reality with colors.

I generally use oils and acrylics on canvas, 
but lately I have painted on paper and other 
surfaces and I also use all kinds of pencils and 
powders in order to experiment.
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Erika Capobianco

Erika Capobianco was born in Rome in 1961. She now lives in Aprilia, a city in the province of Lazio 
in central Italy. Nearly all her paintings are highly stylized, often satirical portraits, characterized 
by flamboyant brushstrokes, seemingly random collage, and an unerring sense of color and 
composition. Capobianco tries to pass emotions from the unconscious directly to the canvas, 
without filtering. 

She did not attend any academy or painting course, so her style is spontaneous. Until a few years 
ago, she did not know there were artists with a similar style. She was even ashamed to show her 
works. Since then her work has been featured in exhibitions in Italy and has had solo shows in 
Rome and Milan, the latter at the house/museum of the great modern Italian poet Alda Merini. 
It is a telling point that she prefers to buy her brushes in hardware stores rather than in artists’ 
supply shops and frequently uses pieces of reclaimed cardboard as a base for her works.

Hogan: You use scraps of 
newspaper as part of your 
paintings—a kind of collage. 
What do you think is the 
connection between writing 
and painting in your work?

Capobianco: I often insert 
in my paintings pieces of pa-
per from things I use in ev-
eryday life —like leaflets of 
anxiolytics, food wrappers, 
things found by chance on 
the street, etc. It is a way to 
bring life into my paintings. 
Since I also love to write, 
sometimes I start a paint-
ing by writing verses on the 
white canvas that I then cov-
er with layers of color, signs, 
etc. Even if invisible to the 
eye of the beholder, I like 
to think that the vibrations 
or the concepts are buried 
there and remain part of the 
final work.
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Omaggio a Lindsay Kemp

Hogan: Omaggio a Lindsay Kemp has words 
written on the surface of the image and my 
painting has a visible cutting from an Italian 
newspaper. What is the relationship between the 
words and the actual painting in these two works? 
How and why do you choose handwritten words 
for one painting and printed words for another? 
What is your aesthetic behind the choice?

Capobianco: I was lucky enough to know Kemp 
in the eighties when I was very young. He came to 
Rome to represent his show Flowers, which I saw 
several times. He impressed me a lot and left a 
mark on my youthful imagination.

One evening after a show while in a taxi on the 
way to a restaurant to eat, he put his head on my 
shoulder and hummed a song from his childhood 
in England. I just remember that he went bimbo 
bimbo what you go to do, or something like that.

Some time ago, almost forty years later, that 
song with his voice came to my ears while I was 
sleeping. I woke up and wrote bimbo bimbo on 
a piece of paper that I had on the bedside table 
so as not to forget, and I fell asleep again. In the 
morning I read the news that Kemp had died. I 
saw the note I had left on the bedside table, and 
I did this work to pay homage to a special being.

The work on paper that I gave you is actually 
the portrait of a severe and grim teacher that I 
had in school. This teacher, and others, made us 
hate culture instead of loving it. Putting a piece 
of newspaper in her face is meant to evoke the 
many and often useless notions that the teachers 
gave us.

But I also need the collage simply to give body 
and movement to the images. Often I do it without 
thinking too much.
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Ideally, this article would have been printed 
out, cut up into strips of text, pasted onto 
canvases six feet high and four feet wide, 
spattered with random splashes of paint, 
and exhibited in the stairwells of Chinese 
apartment blocks, in waterfront bars in 
San Francisco, or suspended from the sides 
of cargo vessels carrying apes and ivory 
through the Suez Canal. And maybe not even 
printed—maybe reconstructed with letters 
an inch high cut from fashion ads in, say, 
Vogue or Harper’s Bazaar and stuck to a series 
of vast canvases as if to create some sort of 
wildly visual but readable collage. 

From Cubism onwards, artists who have 
used words have frequently added them on 
with no more thought to their meaning than 
if they were dabs of color or swishes of paint; 
the literary aspect is entirely subservient to 
the visual; they are intended to be looked at, 
not to be read. It would be interesting to see 
the focus reversed.

If I had been writing this article thirty-odd 
years ago, I would almost certainly have 
included a section on graffiti. Jean-Michel 
Basquiat influenced a generation, and the 
pioneering photography of Martha Cooper and 
Henry Chalfant gave permanence and artistic 
prestige to subway art —an art form that 

has always intrinsically combined images 
with words. Who could have predicted what 
would happen next? If Martha Cooper made 
graffiti acceptable to the white middle class, 
then Banksy has reduced it to the level of 
the white middle class, a petite-bourgeoisie 
sideshow lacking any artistic merit and 
exhibiting all the danger of a temporary tattoo. 
Ironically, if graffiti has any contemporary 
relevance, it is demonstrated here, in the 
illustrations accompanying this article. The 
free expression we see in much of the most 
striking contemporary art owes more than it 
sometimes cares to admit to those illustrations 
of subterranean Chicago and New York from 
the 1970s and ’80s. And as for the future—
well, that remains to be seen. No artist in any 
medium ever predicted an aesthetic future; 
the Picassos, the Stravinskys, the James Joyces 
merely created a new present in reaction to 
a worn-out past, and for all his avant-garde 
genius I can guarantee you that Picasso never 
predicted Matthew Barney or Ai Weiwei. The 
future, as I say, remains to be seen. But one 
prediction I would like to make is this: that no 
history of early twenty-first-century art will 
be complete without specific reference to the 
six artists I have featured in this article. Their 
work, their wonderfully inventive combination 
of text and image, is of today and for tomorrow. 
It is impossible to do more. E

The FutureThe Future
remains to be seen
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https://www.basquiat.com
https://www.basquiat.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martha_Cooper
https://www.henrychalfant.com
https://www.banksy.co.uk/index.html
http://matthewbarney.net
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ai_Weiwei

