
226. Horn Players 

Jean-Michel Basquiat. 1983 C.E. Acrylic and oil paint sticks on three canvas panels 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 A triptych (a painting consisting of three joined panels) 

 drawings and words—many of which Basquiat drew and then crossed out. On each panel we also notice large swaths of 

white paint, which seem to simultaneously highlight the black background and obscure the drawings and/or words 

beneath. Most notable perhaps is the preponderance of repeated words like “DIZZY,” “ORNITHOLOGY,” “PREE” 

and "TEETH” that the artist has scattered across all three panels of this work 

 the main subjects of Horn Players are two famous jazz musicians—the saxophonist Charlie Parker and the trumpeter 

Dizzy Gillespie, who Basquiat has depicted in both linguistic and visual portraits. 
o  On the left of the canvas, the artist has drawn the figure of Parker, holding his saxophone which emits several 

hot pink musical notes and distorted waves of sound. We see Dizzy Gillespie in the right panel, who holds a 

silent instrument alongside his torso. The words “DOH SHOO DE OBEE” that float to the left of the figure’s 

head call to mind the scat (wordless improvisational) singing Gillespie often performed onstage. 
o Many of the words Basquiat has written on the canvas relate specifically to Charlie Parker, but they make 

sense only for those viewers with some knowledge of the musician’s life. For example, the literal meaning of 

“ORNITHOLOGY” is “the study of birds,” but this is also the title of a famous composition by Parker, who 

named the tune (first recorded in 1946) in reference to his own nickname “Bird.” The words “PREE” and 

“CHAN” that we see written above and below the saxophonist’s portrait refer to Parker’s infant daughter and 

common-law wife, respectively 

 Basquiat: 
o One of the most recognizable features of the artist’s more than 2000 paintings and drawings is the 

overwhelming abundance of written words on the canvas 
o Before his success as a painter, Basquiat was famous for writing on the walls of lower Manhattan as a teenager 

when he and a high school friend, Al Diaz, left cryptic messages in spray paint under the name "SAMO" (an 

acronym for “Same Old Shit”) from 1977 until 1979 
o the artist remained an outsider to the mainstream art world, despite his meteoric rise on the art auction block. 
o By 1983 the average sale price of Basquiat’s work had increased by 600 percent, and his popularity (both in 

the auction house and in popular culture) persists even today. You can buy his images on shirts and hats from 

popular retail outlets and his large paintings sell at auction for more than $20 million 
o Sometimes referred to as the “Black Picasso” ( he did not like the term) 

 He often relied on textbooks and other sources for his visual material; most biographies of the artist note his reliance on 

the medical textbook Gray’s Anatomy (a gift from the artist’s mother when Basquiat was hospitalized as a child) for the 

anatomical drawings and references we see on many of his surfaces. Basquiat also appropriated the work of Leonardo, 

Edouard Manet, and Pablo Picasso into his own compositions. These appropriations were in part an homage to the great 

painters Basquiat admired, but they also were a way for Basquiat to rewrite art history and insert himself into the canon 

 Art historians have dra wn comparisons to Picasso’s Three Musicians  to Horn Players  



  



 Three Musicians, Pablo Picasso 


