
Solo Exhibit of Claude Desir Jr “Sometimes i feel like im not really here.” 

at City Lights Gallery, Jan 15-Feb 24, 2021  www.citylightsgallery.org 

In paintings, drawing and clothing designs for his brand vii, Claude Desir Jr. reappropriates 

derogatory stereotypes that for centuries have demeaned Black people in the Americas and Europe. 

His form is a precise articulation of composition, symbolism, shape, color, line, and content, inspired 

by Black artists of the 70s and 80s, Kerry James Marshall, Jean-Michel Basquiat, and Michael Ray 

Charles. His greatest influence was from the art of Michael Ray Charles who reclaims 

the black face caricature found in popular culture and Antebellum Black Americana.

http://www.citylightsgallery.org/


ARTISTS THAT INSPIRED CLAUDE DESIR JR- MICHAEL RAY CHARLES 

"You've got to think of how these images were used in American culture...they 

were everywhere, and they were used to market anything from oils to ink, from 

food products to clothing...People operate from an emotional place when they 

see these images because they think of the past as being something that 

happened and that the concepts don't linger. But these concepts continue to 

affect us in many ways, in modern concepts of advertising as well as in 

contemporary advertisements." - Michael Ray Charles 



JEAN-MICHEL BASQUIAT IS AN ARTIST THAT INFLUENCED CLAUDE DESIR JR. 

Jean-Michel Basquiat was a Neo-Expressionist painter in the 1980s. He is best known for his primitive style and his 

collaboration with pop artist Andy Warhol. 



Claude Desir Jr. distills and manipulates elements of the visual and cultural tropes 

that have created the societal biases people with African features have contended 

with for centuries. Coming from a commercial clothing design background, Claude 

refers to it as “rebranding”. He uses the Warner Bros, Walt Disney cartoon palette, 

emphasizing the garish irony, to denote the commonly accepted use of these 

stereotypes, like in cartoons. Cheery, bold colors set a tone of sarcasm and 

confidence. With a seemingly mechanical line quality, his precisely executed 

abstracted portraits and shapes, combined with the reappropriation of select 

imagery, create an intensely sardonic mood of absurdity, where racial iconography 

and stereotypes are repurposed, reclaimed, and recomposed, mirroring the social 

dissonance and centuries of prejudice. 



Hindsight is 2020, not so for 2021. We are still trying to come to terms 

with it (2020). As far as vision goes, the need for long overdue 
reconciling has become quite evident. The catalyst was the killing of 
George Floyd, which begot a surge of protests against racial injustice, 

police brutality, and the growth of Black Lives Matter. This took place 
during an election year when the embers of rage, skepticism, and 

socio-political polarization were fanned into a blaze that continued into 

2021, on January 6 at the Capitol in DC. Oh, and of course the 
Pandemic, we can’t forget the fear, frustration, staggering death toll and 

free-fall employment due to shuttered businesses. We are rife with 

turmoil. Anything can set off ‘anything’. We need a release. We need to 

lance the infection and start to heal. Provocative art can be the sword 

and the salve.

The arts provide a cathartic opportunity to hold a mirror to our 
actions, motivations and feelings, reminding us of our better 
qualities as well as our faults. 

How could we mount an exhibit of a young Black artist whose 

work re-appropriates Black-face caricature during these times 

and not make the connection to history? This includes recent 

history. Click here to see more about this aspect of the exhibit. 
(This support material will be added)
. 



ARTIST CLAUDE DESIR JR TALKS ABOUT HIS CHOICE OF IMAGERY, BLACK FACE 

“I often use blackface in my artwork, heavily influenced by Michael Ray Charles. For those who are   
unaware or even unfamiliar with the black face caricature… blackface was how America portrayed 
African-Americans in the 1920’s with these exaggerated features of large wide noses, big pink lips, 
nappy hair, beady eyes, even extra exaggerated by over sexualizing the women in other words the 
caricature mammy giving them large breast, extra wide hips, and big rear-ends. This imagery was a 
form of ignorance, racism and oppression. But for me instead being upset over how my people were 
being depicted I embraced it and the Jay Z music video plus Michael Ray Charles gave me a voice, 
a new vision. I took something negative as blackface and put my own spin on it. I see this as an 
opportunity to address the issue of African-American history being hidden away until its forgotten 
and erased for good, society and media try’s to hide these things over time as if they’ve never 
happened or even existed. I took it upon to take this piece of history and conversation that most 
hesitate to speak on, because I’m tired of things being dumbed down, sugarcoated and just vague. 
We need the whole truth, the good, the bad, and the ugly.  So I want to be the one to revive these 
things to keep the future aware and updated on these cruel times in American history. 
I honestly get a lot of mixed reviews about this category in my artwork which I expect.

 Some viewers get offended, some really admire it and others are 
just are on the fence about it. This is what art is about, starting a 
conversation, bringing different groups and crowds together. But, 
also exactly the reason why I don’t like to explain my artwork 
majority of the time because it’s best for everyone to channel their 
own thoughts, feelings and voice their own opinions. The minute I 
give the piece a meaning of any sort it suspends viewers thinking. 
I'd rather say nothing at all, it’s for the public to interpret”.  

https://www.viiseviin.com/our-story 

https://www.viiseviin.com/our-story


viiTRUVIAN MAN

Claude not only reappropriates Jim Crow and Black 

face imagery, he also repurposes the iconic Vitruvian 

Man drawing by the Renaissance artist, inventor and 

student of nature, Leonardo Da Vinci. The Renaissance 

view put man at the center of the universe, having the

ability to harness the powers of nature and chaos by 

studying and appreciating the design and laws of nature.

Renaissance artists, architects, and thinkers were

inspired by the rebirth of Classical art and the study of 

numbers and proportion that they found in nature. 

This included the study of geometry. 

Da Vinci’s Vitruvian man drawing is a result of that study and 

appreciation. Da Vinci presents the epitome of Classical man, 

the perfectly proportioned man of Western 
culture, presenting humankind’s ability

and place in the cosmos. Claude has 

replaced Da Vinci’s with his, toy-like figure. 

Claude's art gives you an opportunity to ask yourself some questions? Is this piece a
Puckish visual prank? Is it a commhe art gives you an opportunity to ask yourself some 
questions? Is the piece a Puckish visual prank? Is it a comment on ent on Western man’s

folly? Is it a statement about domination? Does Claude’s version ask the question what

proportions are right, which are beautiful? Can man really harness the power of nature? Is

he reclaiming the cosmos? These are questions for you to consider. 

What else do see in his art?



WHY 7?  Vii IS HIS SIGNATURE AND BRAND.

Claude’s brand vii gives recognition to the launch of his art career through designing for 
Sevenviews clothing line. 
Claude says, 
“I was lazy but talented and joining the brand gave a push because I was introduced to the business 
side of things and I was tired of working for people. So, I quit all my jobs and went on pursuing my
passion as a self-employed artist. I’m so thankful for those guys, my brothers I’m blessed to have 
them apart of my journey I thank the most high for them every day, every chance I get.” 

vii is a lower case version of the Roman numerals VII for 7, V is 5, II is 2, 5+2=7. 

As Claude started building his brand and developing content and making art he explored the 
significance of the number 7.  
Some consider it a lucky number. For some it is a mystical number. The number 7 has significance in multiple 
religions. For example, there are 7 days in the week, because according to the Bible, God rested on the 7h 
day.  Here is a list of sevens  
7 seals of the Apocalypse (Christian bible) 
7 archangels 
7 days of the week 
7 sins and 7 virtues 
7 levels of reality (Buddhism) 
7 Gates of dreaming (Shamanism)  
7 Heavens of Islam, Zoroastrian, Judaism 
7 musical major octave chords 
7 primary colors 

The phrase "I’m in seventh heaven." describes intense happiness. Seventh heaven is known as the highest levels of heaven in the 
religion of Islam and Judaism. According to Islam and Judaism, seventh heaven is the place where God resides, as per the beliefs 
of these religions God's Throne is at the seventh heaven and it is the highest of all the things.  
Source: theidioms.com 



Visual art is a form of expression without words, employing the 
elements of design. These are line, shape, color, value and 
texture. Articulation or placement, combined with variations and 
proportions of these elements create a composition. To do this, 
artists execute the principles of design, such as balance, 
dominance, unity and repetition. Ask yourself how does the use of 
the elements , principles and subject matter make you feel?. 
What are images saying? If there are objects or recognizable 
forms in the art work ,what do they remind you of? How do 
interpret what you see?

Here is a drawing of 3 profiles from red to yellow. Is this figure 
screaming? singing? laughing?  Why do you think about that?  
Notice the articulation of these heads on the right. They are upside 
down. How does this choice of  placement make you feel? Does the 
repetition create a sense of animation or movement? 

REPETION, ARTICULATION, READING VISUAL CLUES

Looking at art that you have never seen before is like going on a scavenger hunt. What do you see? How does your eye travel 
through and about the art? What attracts your attention first? 



THE DEMON 

Claude also uses a devil motif in some of his work. Notice how he turns a simple image into an icon. He repeats a simple visual 
idea, presenting it differently, by using different backgrounds, including text or fragmentation. How do these design 
choices change the impact of the same image?  Claude talks about his use of devil and skull images in his video.



"IN MY HEAD" That is what the artist calls this piece on the left. Are you affected by the 
television and media you are exposed to? What is this drawing from Claude's 
sketchbook saying to you? Notice the use of design, placement and imagery. Just 
imagine this piece when it becomes a large scale artwork. To learn more about Claude 
and his art, see the other support materials and watch the videos. 
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