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Like posters or portraits, a work by Kirkpatrick is 
usually vertical in format, occupying an unstretched 
fabric (linen or canvas), and centered upon a rough-
ly-drawn human figure, around which associative 
extensions and codes from the strata of American 
life – words, symbols, objects, and personae, but 
also abstract painterly motives – emerge, scattered, 
and overlap; in numerous cases the central figure is 
crucified Christ, as seen, for example in Hang Man 
Trigz, Double Nickels of the Dime Naco Bishops Close, 
and Michael Stewart vs. The Mockingbird Start the 
Motor (all of which 2014). A work by Kirkpatrick in-
terfuses handwritten inscriptions – names, idioms, 
and phrases from different registers of language – 
iconographies of human figures and cultural arte-
facts which are both archetypical and concrete, and 
a pastiche of painting and drawing styles, ranging 
from cubism, gestural abstraction, illustration art, 
and pop art, all the way to neo-expressionism, and 
beyond. 

Following the precedencies of Jean Dubuffet and 
Willem de Kooning, the archetypical quality of Kirk-
patrick’s figurations, and the gestural immediacy by 
which they are produced, situate her work outside 
the categorical distinction between representation-
al and abstract painting, between verbal and optical 
interaction. Yet, unlike Dubuffet or de Kooning, the 
energy of her gestural figuration is neither primi-
tivist nor regressive; more than anything, it is punk, 
i.e., adolescent, cacophonic, and apocalyptic. Kirk-
patrick’s work is inside the world it resents. It does 
not ignore mass culture and social reality, but fully 
giving itself to their contamination, in order to fight 
them from within, to re-contaminate them. 

A work by Kirkpatrick can appear as a disturbed political poster whose obvious antagonism 
does not culminate into a direct, unified message; as a blasphemous icon painting competing 
and undermining conventions of religious depiction; as a peculiar kind of graffiti – a viral form 
of writing seeking to transgress the aesthetical field and to resonate across the public sphere; as 
a talkative punk version of Art Brut, and to some extent of Abstract Expressionism, and as an 
evocative symptom of traumatic history, and particularly of traumatic American history.

The archetypical quality of Kirkpatrick’s 
gestural figuration is neither primitivist nor 
regressive; more than anything, it is punk, 
adolescent, cacophonic, and apocalyptic.

Double Nickels on the Dime Naco Bishops Close, 2014 



ly marks the double white door as the gate to hell. The 
word ‘Mexico’ written below it signifies the gate to hell 
as the border crossing between Mexico and the Unit-
ed States1. And if that’s not enough, the word ‘Burrito’, 
written in blue on top of Christ’s chest, indicates that 
the fundamental moral reflection brought forward 
by the work is at risk of becoming a commodity or 
a spectacle. When announcing this risk, Kirkpatrick’s 
painterly critique directs itself inward as much as out-
ward. It expresses an awareness to the fact that within 
the cultural logic of late capitalism, it might be easily 
commodified, swallowed by the forces it goes against, 
and critically neutralized.

When a work by Kirkpatrick is arranged around the figure of Christ, the crucifix scenery undergoes historization, 
and is being linked to the social practice of death penalty and capital punishment. In Michael Stewart vs. The Mock-
ingbird Start the Motor the connection between the crucifix scene and juristic practice of capital punishment is 
anchored within the American historical context of institutionalized slavery, and racial discrimination.

The work is a black and white pair of 18th century 
double wooden doors. The slim and mutilated fig-
ure of crucified Christ is executed in correspondence 
to the vertical and narrow, central bar of the double 
white door, while on the double black door Kirkpat-
rick wrote the phrase ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’ – the 
title of the seminal 1960 novel by Harper Lee, known 
for raising the issue of racial discrimination of African 
Americans. Above it, a quote from the novel is written 
in white, saying: “Why reasonable people go stark rav-
ing mad when anything involving a Negro comes up, 
is something I don’t pretend to understand.” In rela-
tion to the utterance of the double black door, Christ’s 
wounds are revealed as the wounds of social unrest. 
An additional layer of meaning is achieved when con-
sidering the inscription ‘Judecca’ next to Christ’s 
pelvis. ‘Judecca’ is an allusion to Dante Alighieri’s in-
ferno in The Divine Comedy (1320), and it symbolical-

Michael Stewart vs. The Mockingbird Kick Start The Motor, 2014 

Detail: “Why reasonable people go stark raving mad when anything involving a Negro comes 
up, is something I don’t pretend to understand.” - Harper Lee, To Kill A Mockingbird (1960)

1. In another painting by Kirkpatrick, titled Field Picker (2014), 
the words ‘Border Crossing’ occupy the painting’s top and bot-
tom, leaving the center space for a stereotyped Mexican male 
figure with sombrero on his head, dollar signs in front of his eyes, 
and decapitated head of a zombie in his right hand, to face the 
viewer’s gaze as if from the other side of the border.



Combat Pay,  2014 

In Michael Stewart vs. The Mockingbird Start the Mo-
tor, Kirkpatrick historicizes the figure of Christ in 
more than one sense. Kirkpatrick’s Christ represents 
an entire social section, but at the same time it depicts 
a concrete individual, a historical figure. Kirkpatrick’s 
Christ is also Michael Stewart (1958-1983), the Brook-
lyn born African American graffiti artist who was 
beaten to death by New York City Transit Police while 
practicing his art on a subway station wall at First Av-
enue. Until today the death of Michael Stewart is a de-
fining moment in the ongoing civic campaign against 
racially-oriented police violence, and a constitutive 
event in the history of graffiti art. Therefore Kirkpat-
rick’s work should also be read as a portrait of an artist 
who died for his art, and maybe even as a self-portrait. 
In addition, it should also be regarded as an homage to 
Jean-Michel Basquiat’s Defacement (Death of Michael 
Stewart) (1983), the painting he created in memory of 
his fellow artist and close friend. Kirkpatrick’s homage 
to Basquiat provides her work with a discursive back-
ground, forming an equation in which art history and 
social history, private experiences and collective expe-
riences, are indistinguishable and equally dealt with. 

Within Kirkpatrick’s total body of work, Michael Stew-
art vs. The Mockingbird Start the Motor belongs to a 
group of paintings done on found objects - displaced 
architectural elements. In Combat Pay (2014) it is a 
piano bench, and in Saturday Only/ Girls Girls Girls 
(2014), it is parking signs. When expanded this way, 
Kirkpatrick’s painterly act turns itself into an act of ar-
chaeologization. The painted objects, along with the 
cultural origin from which they were borrowed, are 
refabricated as remnants of obscure civilization, as 
imagined tribal artefacts, as fake ethnographical items. 

In Combat Pay the fictive distance of time and place is 
articulated by the inscription ‘Combat Pay’ upon the 
upper surface of the piano bench. The term ‘Combat 
Pay’ in American tax system is a tax free form of com-
pensation paid to soldiers who are on active duty in 
designated combat zones, or hazardous duty areas. 
Kirkpatrick’s Combat Pay, however, uses the meaning 
of the term in order to change the nature of the object 
it is inscribed upon, to render it remote and alien.

In Cesar’s Palace Goodnight Miss Bye Sir (2014), Kirk-
patrick’s central figure is tragic boxing legend Joe Lou-
is. The painting is not a portrait. The faceless boxer fig-
ure assumed as Joe Louis due to the name written at the 
bottom of the painting, is in fact a black silhouette on 
a yellow background, upon which an expansive skele-
ton-like configuration is outlined in white. The white 
outline expanding from the depicted body resembles 
a flow diagram, and as such, addresses the body of the 
boxer as a representation of a battleground. Oscillat-
ing between potency and passivity, Kirkpatrick’s Lou-
is is an idol and a martyr, a fighter and a victim. The 
numbers 37-49 floating in the right top corner of the 
painting stand for the time frame 1937-1949 – Louis’ 
twelve years as the world heavyweight champion. 
Yet, the title of the work speaks about the time he was 
working as a welcoming host in Cesar’s Palace hotel 
in Las Vegas, after losing his fortune as a result of bad 
management and tax problems. Kirkpatrick’s Louis 
is the first African American nationwide hero in the 
United States, and also a participant in the anti-Nazi 
momentum in American public opinion during War 
World II. At the same time, he is an example for an 
African American who was defeated by the system 
and by those he made rich, who could not contain and 
maintain his status over time.  

Kirkpatrick’s painterly critique 
directs itself inward as much 
as outward. It expresses an 
awareness to the fact that 
it might be easily commodi-
fied, swallowed by the forces 
it goes against, and critical-
ly neutralized.



Cesar’s Palace Goodnight Miss Bye Sir directly alludes 
to Basquiat’s Joe Louis Surrounded by Snakes (1982). 
The original painting by Basquiat is a caricatural group 
portrait with Louis in the middle, surrounded by his 
management team, or as stated by the title’s metaphor-
ical description, by human snakes. In Kirkpatrick’s 
version Basquiat’s title is literalized and instead of 
shady faces, Louis is surrounded by real snakes. With-
in Basquiat’s oeuvre, Louise is a member of a wide 
social circle, populated by additional references to fa-
mous black American athletes and musicians, such as 
Sugar Ray Robinson and Charlie Parker (among many 
others). According to artist and art historian Olu Ogu-
ibe, rather than a collection of celebrities, Basquiat’s 
referential circle of black figures suggests a “history of 
hardship, shortchanging, and inevitable tragedy based 
on race, which he clearly identified with because it was 
his own fate too2.”

With Cesar’s Palace Goodnight Miss Bye Sir Kirkpat-
rick joins Basquiat, his referential entourage, and their 
heritage, but in comparison to them, her historical 
and painterly approach is neither fatal nor melanchol-
ic. Kirkpatrick’s work takes the personal tragedy, of 
Basquiat, Stewart, Louis, or Parker, and politicizes it. It 
commemorates and celebrates it with rage and critical 
awareness. For Kirkpatrick, this history is a source of 
power, inspiration, and pride.

Kirkpatrick’s interest in personalizing and integrating 
art historical quotes, does not stop in deconstructing 
the notion of painterly signature, or individual style, 
but signals and reverberates the insistent presence of 
history in her work, and consequently, in her every-
day life. The here and now of her gestural immedia-
cy is constantly juxtaposed with denotations of pas-
times there and then. Tying the present together with 
the past, Kirkpatrick’s work demonstrates an unusual 

Cesar’s Palace Goodnight Miss Goodbye Sir,  ( 2014) 

conception of time. The work’s past/present constellations recall the concept of messianic time in Walter Benja-
min’s Theses on History (1940)3. In these theses Benjamin contrasts messianic time to homogenous empty time. 
While homogenous empty time is linear, progressive, and sequential, messianic time is ruptural, cyclical, and re-
demptive. Messianic time is an experience of immediacy that explodes homogenous empty time, and generating 
non-linear connections with particular moments and instances of the past. In the Theses on History Benjamin 
criticizes modernity’s ideology of progress, and its underlying concept of historical time as a one-directional suc-
cessive movement. His ninth thesis is dedicated to Paul Klee’s canonical Angelus Novus (1920), the small picture of 
an angel, which Benjamin defines as the angel of history. Kirkpatrick’s The Fall the Break the Borrow (2014) depicts 

2. Olu Oguibo, “Represent’s: The Young Generation in African 
American Art”, in The Culture Game, University of Minnesota 
Press, p. 124.

Kirkpatrick’s work takes the personal 
tragedy, of Basquiat, Stewart, Louis, or 
Parker, and politicizes it. It commemo-
rates and celebrates it with rage and 
critical awareness.

3. Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of History”, in Selected 
Writings vol. 4, trans. Edmund Jephcott, Harvard University 
Press, pp. 389-400.  



a winged figure, a hybrid of angel and harpy. Different 
from, and much bigger and rawer than Klee’s angel, 
her winged figure is a monstrous, crude creature. Yet, 
when examined in relation to Kirkpatrick’s painterly 
evocations of traumatic history, Benjamin’s descrip-
tions of the angel of history seem to portray him as 
well. Like Klee’s angel, Kirkpatrick’s winged monster 
looks as if he is “about to move away from something 
he stares at. His eyes are wide, his mouth is open... His 
face is turned toward the past. Where a chain of events 
appears before us, he sees one big catastrophe, which 
keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it at 
his feet4.” 
Similarly to the winged monster, all of Kirkpatrick’s 

The Fall the Break the Borrow ( 2014) 

4. Ibid., p.392.

figures can be thought of as angels of sorts. Both actual 
and ideal, all of them are incorporated into a total way 
of being, for which history is an existential matter, com-
prising life free from illusions of overcoming, repressing, 
eliminating, and losing.

Ory Dessau is a Berlin-based art historian and 
curator.


