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The first work of Barry McG ee's t hat I reme mber is not one of his large-scale 
painting installations, or his tag Twist on the bac k of a street sign , but a small 
piece in a group show in New York . Trag icom ic f igure s with slack faces and 
stooped shoulders stood at the bottom edges of b lank, yellowed sheets of 
paper, and reappeared on cleaned -up liq uo r bot tl es. From anoth er group show, I 
remember a single work comprise d of fr amed draw ings, paintings, and 
photographs hung edge-to-edge to fo rm a hu ge cl ust er of image s. O nly upon 
leaving the gallery did I discover more ev iden ce of M cGee's hand; a ti ny figure 
painted low down on the wall in a crack where so me p laster was m issing. It stood, 
a distinct if inconspicuous presence, unable to be co nt ained by the fo rma l 
arrangement on the wall . Such d etails , stowed away in co rners or out of t he 
normal sight line, are indicative of M cGe e's art ist ic w it, and how he sees p eop le 
or things the rest of us overlook . From th e tir ed eyes of his st reet peop le, t o 
McGee's own sense of self as a ro le mode l fo r kids who fee l empowe red by t heir 
name on a wall, McGee identifi es w it h, and cel ebr ates t hose aspec ts of lif e t hat 
have fallen into the cracks of cont empora ry urban Ame rica 

Barry came to Housto n fo r ten bru tally hot Ju ly days; he wo rked in t he 
gallery during the afte rnoon , and in the coo l nigh t, rode his b ike t hrough city 
neighborhoods. His impr ession s of Houston , d rawn from t hese ven t ures, are 
manifest in his work - a pa ir of carefully dra wn cowboy boots fit s over the "feet" 
of a spray painted ta g, "G iddy up" appe ars under a ch in, a wo rd b ub bl e near t he 
ceiling reads "Texin o, " - Hoss is laced w ith subt le nods to M cGee's "Texas 
experience ." Follo w ing t he ex hibiti on open ing we too k him, and a g roup of 
young graffiti artists w ho had dr iven fo ur ho urs to see t he ir hero, to one of 
Houston's oldest Me xican restau rant s. Wh en Barry noti ced t he pa rking lot guard 
was dressed in what is a typica l western ou t f it he re, includ ing a w ide -b rimmed 
cowboy hat, he excla ime d , "Th at's Hoss I" Befo re entering the restaurant , Barry asked 
the security officer if they cou ld pose toge ther fo r the pe rfect urban Texas picture. 

We are grate ful to noted Houston art wr ite r Susie Kali l, fo r her insi ght ful 
essay Stre e t Creed. Informe d by long -held know ledge and app rec iati on of 
graffiti, as we ll as t he Ca lifo rnia surf and skat e cu lt ure that on ly a nat ive can 
possess, Susie has an acute ly fe lt empa t hy fo r Barry's work. Her b ackg rou nd 
provides th e idea l lens t hroug h wh ich t o exa mine his endeavo r, and he r essay 
captures th e formal sign ifi cance, as we ll as t he ed gy, reb ellious nature of Hoss . 

Kim be rly Daven por t 
Dir ecto r 



STREET CREED 

Susie Kalil 

Entering Barry McGee's installation Hoss is to sense the presence of a 

mind that is wired in a different way. Standing out against a blood-red ground 

that enve lopes the 40 by 44 foot gal lery space, M cGee's slack-jawed and 

droopy-eyed faces drift weight lessly amid passages of graffiti, bulb ous wasp­

nest shapes, empty word balloons and painted booze bottles. With their wi ldly 

exaggerated, rubbery noses and fat, pouty lips, McGee's hobos, job slaves and 

walking wounded be long to an ever-expand ing repertoire of highly stressed and 

sty lized creatures. High and low life images skid around and do pratfalls in a 

way that seems out of contro l. The work is less a finished project than a record 

of exp lorat ion. The title Hoss, is edgy and ambiguous, perhaps a nod to Texas 

slang, perhaps street jargon for "the man." Just a glance around the room of 

these wrinkled bums te lls you this stuff is loaded w ith unsett ling, if gut-clutch ing 

qua lities eager to expose the vert igo of get-and-spend soc iety. While the pace 

is breakneck, McGee's compositions have a feeling of measured contemplation 

that balances gut appea l and practiced smartness. Interwoven among the 

figures are colorfu l profusions of abstract shapes t hat mim ic "buffs" or pai nt ­

overs of street graff iti . Heightening the cartoon ish combustion of the display 

are exaggerated drips and tinctured "teardrops" that let loose from the edges 

of McGee's p layful b lobs and amoeboid forms. Cr isp ly drawn lines curve, loop 

and somet im es clump like engorged g lobu les. The dense layers of unrelated 

images create a raucous v isua l field, in which seeming ly incompat ible p ictor ial 

incid ents sim ultaneous ly inh ab it a single moment in time and space. Hoss' 

comp lexity makes room to accommodate an experience of multiple, even 

contrad ictory impulses - vio lence, joy, pa in , radical upheaval, loss, ugliness, and 

beauty. 

Th e insta llat ion, in fact, reflects McGee's des ire to document and 

emu late the performative aspects of graff it i by translating the gestures of the 

st reet w ith in the forma l space of the gal lery. Like a number of talented art ists 

who aim ed to b lu r the dist inct ion between art and pop-culture - Keith Har ing, 

Jean-Michel Basquiat, Kenny Scharf and David Salle, among others - McGee 

mixes th ings up, on ly on an unusually persona l level . He amalgamates sources 



from a tough vernacular - the home less and skate punks, old hand -painted 

signs and custom car detailing, the red doors of San Francisco's Chinatown and 

storefront window d isp lays - into a dense ly choreographed scenario that 

accelerates in frenetic rhythms. His pedal-to-the-metal bravura opts for more, 

jamming the wal ls with a glut of tinkerer's doodles and hodge podge Hu ge 

Olmec heads are situated alongside tiny faces peek ing from behind pa inted 

clods of trash and other tucked away spaces. Such pa irings not only reveal the full 

potent ial of McGee's comic book illusion ism, but also his remarkab le draftsmanship. 

Although he holds a degree in paint ing and pr intmaking from t he San 

Francisco Art Institute, McGee has made gra ffi t i the focus of his life for over a 

decade He sprays images and tags his nickname on the buildings, street signs 

and fre ight tr a;ns of every city he v isits. McGee a lso scrawls "Twist" onto 

"Hello, My Name Is" st ickers and posts them like popcorn tra ils wherever he 

goes. Despite the visual continuity between his graff iti and his installations, 

McGee ma inta ins the two wo rld s separately in his mind. Instal lation work is 

created ins ide with the perm ission of t he ga lle ry and is presented to a wi ll ing 

and se lf-selected aud ience Conversely, some believe that graffit i is noth ing 

more than defacement of public property, symbolizing violation and socia l 

anarchy For them, the presence of graffiti increases the sense of law lessness 

and danger . Even so, graffiti is a radical art with a radical methodology because 

it is illega l. Crossing the border into crim ina l behavior, however, may be 

necessary to give graff iti its authenticity. To the uninit iated, graff iti looks like 

scribbles on the wall, at best a hermetic babble of hieroglyphs. But for those 

who know the code, graffiti is a language distinguished by balance, flow and 

symmetry It 1s any kind of message put out in the public rea lm fo r the viewer to 

see without first asking permission. It is just there - on Xeroxes all over citi es, in 

"zines" and even on the Internet. 

But as graffiti continues to evolve the same quest ions persist: Is graffiti a 

destruct ive excess of culture gone haywire? Is it really art? Such questions 

have hindered graffiti's integration into the art world ever since East Vi llage 

writers such as Crash, Wasp and Lady Pink in New York City changed private 

behavior into a commod ity over twenty years ago. While computer ·s have made 

graffiti more access;ble, allow ing viewers who wouldn't dr ive by the sites to pu ll 

up similar images on their screens, graff iti's increas ing commercialization has 



turned the scraw ls and big fat letters into corporate logos purveyed by MTV and 

Coca Cola . Yet directions in the movement toward an authent ic street art 

continue to be thrust from below, from a life begun quite lit era lly underground 

by graffiti wri te rs who stake out their claim on a postindustrial wor ld. Beyond 

the subways that lin k Brooklyn, Queens and Manhattan to the streets and 

freeway underpasses of Pittsburgh, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 

neighborhoods have been tr ansformed overnight by the random scrawls and 

wild-style letter ing of mysterious hands bearing names such as Kase 2, Dondi, 

Phase 2 and Fab 5 Fred. For graffi t i writers the name is the thing, as they 

elaborately repeat their monikers in crunched together and interwoven letters 

evok ing the animated rhythms of Ce ltic or Arab ic wr itin g . Naming power is 

supreme power; it creates va lue and even takes on mythic significance. "Graffiti, 

done one hundred percent on the streets or wherever is the purest form of 

empowerment, d efianc e and occasional ly entertain m ent," says McGee. "It feels 

like ownersh ip in a socie ty where it's hard to own anything. You may not have 

anyth ing, but at least you have a tag on the street." 

Graffit i can be viewed as the ou t growth of a genu ine aesth etic impulse, 

the pe rsonal expression of an oppressed and disen fr anch ised grou p . It also 

represents unrestricte d freedom. Spray painting w alls, or "bombing," is done 

outs ide the syst em, t her eby liber ating t he gra ff iti writer from the normal 

standards of art ist ic expr ession. What is at issue is not on ly the d iff e rence 

between w ea lth and p overty, b ut a m uch deep er and o lder set of opp ositions 

between th e p rivate and t he pu b lic, b etween the se lf and the wo rld at large, 

betw ee n suc ce ss an d failu re , betw ee n hid d en obse ssions and shared exchanges. 

McG ee's inst allations create a leg al forum fo r street art that, unlike 

commercial att empts to appropriate graff iti, make no attempt to neutralize or 

elevate it, bu t rather, ask mainstream audiences to reexamine their regard for it. 

His wor k refle cts on the m eaning of art in a media and consumer influenced era . 

In doing so, it aims to d ispl ace the principles that have uphe ld the engineered 

conventions o f mass cultur e 's images. Partly melancho lic and half-icy - desirous, 

pissed off - M cGee's work turns this impossible situation into a mesmerizing 

meditation on dissonance and harmony. M cGee knows too wel l the tightening 

grip of the forces of reaction, the increas ingly homogeneous production 

approved for mass consumpt ion. His attempts to bring graffiti bac k into the 

ma instream of pub lic serv ice str ike at the very ba st ions of entrenched power . 

From the des p erat ion of t he streets, McGee creates a form idable visual as wel l 

as verbal lyricism . Direct and unmannered, even ex hilarati ng, M cGee's 

installations concern t hemselves with present dangers and real life horrors. The 

emotiona l ch arge of mater ials, the personal relat ionship to exp er ience, the 

des ire to ma ke contact wit h somethin g real p rovides th e cha lleng e . To be sure, 

there is something gripp ing and immediate about his w o rk th at g rab s you 

viscerally and insinuates a poet ic understan d in g of the p ligh t of so uls. 

Anxiousness is a seething undercurren t . A sense that thing aren't quite right 

engages you subl iminally, we lls up and ov erpowers you. Such int ens ity, 

however, is not achieved so much through a mast ery of te chn iq ues , as by a 

courageous hand. 

Thr o ughout Hoss McGee bal ances vital, pul satin g energy w ith an 

unmistakabl e e loquence of touch. Evid ence of the hand, of cours e, represents 

the personal ity and very soul of the artist . In a world of mass -produced images 

McGee re-empowers the hand, making it a seismographic recorder of the 

shocks, eruptions and tremors of the fitful pat hs of his nerve end in gs. 

Everything seems ready to burst apa rt or co llapse together. Hoss is defined at 

each point by a tens ion between expressiveness and structure, between 

de licate lyric ism and compulsive insistence. Th is tension - it chy, under-the-skin, 

haunting - g ives McGee's work the agitated and altogether unexpected qua lit y 

of something seen for the f irst time. 

next five pag es: installatio n views and details of Hoss at Rice University Art G allery; pho tos:Hickey-Robe rtson 







Excerpts from an Email Exchange between Susie Kalil and Barry McGee, July 1999 

Susie Kalil: Writers have varying lists of influences on your work - Keith Haring, 
David Salle, Dr. Suess, R. Crumb, Tim Rollins and KOS, Lari Pittman, Christian 
Schumann, Jim Nutt, Big Daddy Roth, Kurt Schwitters, Philip Guston, Mexican 
muralists (Rivera, Orozco) San Francisco figurative painters , the Beat generation -
I'll add Robert Williams , Becca, Anthony Ausgang, Stussy, Tiki heads and old hand­
painted signs - how much of this is conscious (or are critics merely projecting 
again)? Maybe we should be talking about car detailing instead . 

Barry McGee: The influences that you mentioned, the only one that I fee l really inspires 
me is, "hand pa inted signs." Before that, I would put graffit i. That is truly my main 
inspi ration. I really have no inte rest in the "influences" you ment ioned. 

SK: How did you start out in graffiti - what was the stimulus? Who influenced you 
and why? What was your first bomb? 

BM: A friend who rode a Vespa introduced me to graffiti. He wrote, "Zo tz." 1984. 

SK: How much are your decisions informed by art vs. street intuition ? I know 
you've said you can keep inside and outside separate, but won't Twist and Barry 
McGee begin to merge with more installations, more gallery shows, etc .? 

BM: I wish I knew this answer myself. 

SK: How do you stay at the fringes of the art world, of society? Is the gallery 
environment a compromise of sorts? 

BM: I don't think I stay anywhere different than the next person. I may choose to look at 
d ifferent things, and paint in different settings, but I am not trying to be "underground" 
or any of those other dumb t rappings society tries to labe l people. Once it has been 
labeled, in can be marketed as a "trend ." Disgusting. 

SK: Where do stickers fit in the Twist/Barry McGee/graffiti/art world/ 
commercial world? Stickers as ads, logos, on skateboards? 

BM : I make st ickers so I can remember whe re I have been, sim ilar to leaving a popcorn 
tra il, or dogs pee ing on eve rything. 

SK: What makes for compelling art these days - where are we goin g? 

BM: Compelling art to me is a name carved into a t ree . Sometimes a rock soaring 
through a plate of glass can be the most beautiful, compelling work of art I have eve r 
seen. 

SK: You've described the work as the "cheerful hell of urban life" eve n though it's 
gloomy , intense - why are the cartoony images so rivetin g? Why do the y engage 
people (vs. more politically correct statements that are overbearing )? The red 
ground (vio lence) - also jokey? 



BM_: In Chinatown, red doorways were my favorite doors to tag on, with drippy Marsh ink. 
I thing lots of other kids have this same "moth to the light" experience. 

SK: What did you look at in art school? How much of it is still with you (formal 
decisions, professors, etc.)? 

BM: Art school, I liked th at. I spe nt lot s of time in the library and lectures, seeing what 
people would do, how th ey wo uld do cument it, and vavoom, art. Then I looked back to 
the streets . 

SK: Do you use specific media for specific jobs in the installation - markers, spray 
paint, acrylics, etc.? 

BM: Multi-media. I use anything near me. 

SK: Some critics have written that you're the "real thing." (They said the same of 
Basquiat, Haring, etc.) How do you remain humble and honest about your work 
without being co-opted by the art world, especially when it demands you to churn 
out the work? 

BM: "_Real" is the kid doing pure 100% graffiti expecting nothing in return . Haring, 
Basqu1at, were all surrounded by "real" graffiti. In art history you never hear about the 
kids that were making the stuff that Haring pulled energy from. Never. 

SK: In the Rice installation, why did you choose plywood veneer to paint on vs. 
walls? Also, why are your images almost totally male? 

BM: I'll paint on anything. This time it happens to be wood. Yes, my images are almost 
totally male. 

SK: You're half Asian - do you study Buddhism? If so, does the "letting go" pertain 
to allowing the space to unfold on its own, take on its own momentum? 

BM: I am half Asian, half white. 100% American. I feel lucky to have a little of both . 

SK: What are the issues of bringing illegal activity into a university gallery? 

BM: There is nothing illegal happening at Rice University (in my show). I have permission 
from Kim, thus not illegal, not graffiti. Illegal activities, malicious mischief, are things all 
American citizens should partake in . It's the American way. At least that's what I read on a 
wall. 

SK: How has the meaning of graffiti changed for you, for society? (It has faded in 
and out of the art scene since the 80s.) 

BM: Graffiti still interests me the same as when I was 18. 

SK: Isn't graffiti in its purest form anti-art world? How do you keep the soul of 
graffiti intact after doing a number of installations and gallery shows? Is graffiti really 
disturbing or confrontational to the art world or are you preaching to the converted? 

BM: Graffiti done 100% illegally on the streets, or wherever, is the purest form of 

empowerment, defiance, and occasionally, entertainment. As I have ment ioned before, I 
have permission, most of the times, indoors. Two different worlds . 

SK: Why is evidence of the human hand important to you? 

BM: The human hand inspires me, this computer and millions of other ways do not. 

SK: You've said that you "look for things in my life: pure and impure" - what are 
they? 
BM: Good and bad, as the nightly news says. 

SK: Why did you decide to join the art world after resisting to show work in the 
galleries? 

BM: I don't think I have ever joined, not this week, at least. 

SK: Is it all the same - everything merging, blending, floating - is it all meaningless? 
To dominate space, then dismantle it (letting go)? Are your images just part of the 
vernacular? 

BM: Yes, you described it perfectly. 

SK: You've been described as a "post-graffiti artist." In your view, what is that? 

BM: Someone called me that. I never felt it. 

SK: Again, why "break into" the art world? Can you "keep it real" in the gallery? 

BM I'm not breaking into anything . I do shoplift occasionally. Shoplifting is "r eal " in my 
mind . Mountain Dew and Coke are not. 

SK: I'm more interested in your father - he customized cars, right? Who and what 
influenced him? How did that influence you? 

BM: My father influences me. He is a tink erer at heart, customiz er by tr ade . 

SK: How did you get from there to graffiti, to art school to graffiti? How did your 
signature face develop, and has it become a sort of logo now? I need to know what 
you were doing, say ten years ago in terms of images, graffiti - how you came to 
your current images? 

BM: I would like to know also. I do know I have stil l been ta gg ing on te lep hones since 
that time. 

SK: Lastly, about the title of the show, "Hoss" - I takes this as "the man," the 
pow~r, the police, the bad ass - am I projecting? It's as edgy as the show, also 
ambiguous . 

BM : Hoss. It reminded me of Texas. 

next two pages : examples of McGee's street graffiti 





About the Artist 

Barry McGee was born in 1966 to a mul ti-r ac ial fami ly in wh ich everyone 

drew. Du ring the 1980s, he took his drawings int o t he streets using the tag, 

"T wist. " In 1991, he rece ived a BFA in paint ing and prin tm aking from the San 

Francisco Art Insti tute. McGee has exh ib it ed at the Yerba Buena Ce nter for the 

Arts, San Francisco ; the Museo Lesar Segal l, Sao Pau lo; the Drawing Center, 

New York; the Walker Art Center, Mi nneapol is; and the San Francisco Museum 

of Modern Art. This is his first exh ib it ion in the Southwest. 
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