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‘Comeback? I Haven’t Ever Been There’: Artist Lorraine O’Grady
on Why Her Retrospective, at Age 86, Feels Like Her First Big
Break
On the occasion of a career retrospective at the Brooklyn Museum, Lorraine O'Grady discusses Boston,

Basquiat, and caste in the art world.
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Lorraine O'Grady, Untitled (Mlle Bourgoise Noire leaves the safety of home (1980-83/2009). © Lorraine O'Grady/Artists Rights Society (ARS) NY. Courtesy Alexander Gray
Associates, NY.

This month, as the world inches its way toward spring (and, with it, hopefully a gradual return to normality), the Brooklyn Museum

has opened a show, “Lorraine O’Grady: Both/And,” that provides valuable fodder for thought in the year ahead.

As the title suggests, it’s a career retrospective of the venerated performance and experimental artist Lorraine O’Grady, who for

more than 40 years has created poetic, hard-to-classify works that probe questions of inclusion and identity in a way that has

deeply informed a rising generation of artists. Admirers are also quick to point to the power of her writing, perhaps particularly

Olympia’s Maid, her classic 1992 essay considering the flattening of Black female sexuality in art history.

Recently, chief art critic Ben Davis sat down with the artist (via Zoom) to discuss her career, how her upbringing in Boston’s

Caribbean-American community shaped her art, and what it was like to go viral when the Biden administration paid homage to

her work in a post-election ad.

A version of this conversation originally aired on The Art Angle Podcast, available in full here (https://news.artnet.com/the-art-

angle/art-angle-podcast-lorraine-ogrady-1952991).
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First of all, I’ve felt completely invisible in the culture as a whole.

And it wasn’t just that I felt I was personally invisible, but that everybody in my family, everybody that I knew, was invisible. In

the beginning, I was just trying to make the invisible visible. It’s really been in the past 10, 15, 20 years or so that I began to

focus on caste as the reason for the invisibility.

I was feeling that I was invisible not just to white people, but to Black people, and the purpose of this invisibility was the very

purpose of segregation in itself, which was to prevent the entry of Black people into the middle class. Every time the middle-

class appears, it has to be made invisible at some level or another.

So, for instance, we [Black people] have a great deal of the financial middle class in terms of the sports and entertainment

industry, but we don’t have the sort of every day, lawyer/doctor middle-class. When I was a kid growing up, [I remember]

realizing that all of the people that I knew were extremely accomplished, extremely well-educated.
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Yes, so I began showing pictures of my sister’s 16th birthday party to show how that was celebrated; long gowns for the girls

and suits for the boys and so forth. Looking at that picture, you could see how invisible everybody’s accomplishments were.

One of my sister’s girlfriends, her older brother [went on to become] the second black solicitor general of the United States. In

my own family, my sisters helped set up the first school of social work in the country, but there would be no record of that or any

of her other accomplishments. Her husband went to University of Pennsylvania dental school when he was 17, he graduated at

21!

It was possible for people to think somehow that when the Obamas were elected, these were the first Black middle class people

that had ever existed in the face of the earth. It was so distorted, and that was personally hurtful.

It was pretty hard not to notice that wherever I went I was the only Black person, and when I entered the art world, it felt even

more distorted because everything in the art world is a little bit more exaggerated than anywhere else.

The idea that there could be Black artists making interesting work was not something that ever actually occurred to anyone on

the white side.

Then from the Black side, I felt that many of the artists that I saw were complicit with their own invisibility, by pretending

somehow to be “street kids,” seeking credibility from the street. What middle-class person feels the need to do that?
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What I’m talking about as a people whose complexity has been totally effaced, totally reduced, and this is simply not truthful.
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Lorraine O’Grady, Art Is (Troupe Front), 1983/2009. © 2018 Lorraine O’Grady/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Courtesy Alexander Gray
Associates, New York.
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Well, I do respond to the outside world as well as to my inner promptings. I am somebody who doesn’t make work without an

audience. I’m a performer, and so I need an audience to be in dialogue with, and once that dialogue starts, then this spigot is on

where idea after idea after idea starts flowing. When nobody pays attention, that can dry up a little bit, you know?
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I didn’t just become an artist in my mid-40s. I had been trying to become an artist since my mid-20s, not a visual artist, but a

literary artist. I had gone to the Iowa Writers Workshop in my late 20s, early 30s, and I had been sort of running toward myself,

but not finding myself, not being able to express myself at the level that I wanted to, because I just didn’t have the chops.
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They were all worlds that I felt comfortable in. That’s the advantage of having to fit in everywhere. I’m sure that most people who

listen to rock music have things they want to say about it, but I was just able to say whatever I wanted to and get paid.

@"#)$B6=$#)*#+#A$*"#$4+*$-6+HAG$40$($=)A#+0*4)A$&*G$&*$-40$*"+6='"$*"#$'4HH#+B$O=0*$;96,#$P&A*6-)G$4$%H45C$4+*$0/45#3$@"4*

A+#-$B6=$*"#+#F

The people. I had gone to the opening of this Afro American abstraction show at PS1, in the days when they used to advertise

openings in the Village Voice. I found myself really, for the first time, surrounded by people that I hadn’t realized existed in as

large a number. This was a whole opening filled with Black people who were all beautiful, smart, artistically dressed.

I knew that Just Above Midtown was where I could hook up with them and so I just sort of appeared there and did the usual kind

of bourgeois thing, which was that I volunteered. You know, after about three weeks, I realized I could write the stuff that was in

the envelopes I was stuffing.
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(https://news.artnet.com/app/news-upload/2019/04/GettyImages-98563562.jpg)

Linda Goode Bryant at Tribeca Film Festival. Photo by Bryan Bedder/Getty Images for Tribeca Film
Festival.

!"#B$+#4HHB$H=5C#A$6=*G$"4,&)'$4$+65C84)A8+6HH$5+&*&5$0*=DD&)'$*"#$/+#00$+#H#40#0$D6+$*"#$4+*$'4HH#+B3

Exactly. They had a new space on Franklin Street and I tried to get people to come to the opening show. So I made a phone call

to the New Yorker, and in those days someone actually answered the phone. I was talking about the show and how great I

thought it was going to be and I said, it’s called “Outlaw Aesthetics.”

And she said, “Oh, they always like to put titles on their shows, don’t they?” I went cold when I heard her say that—it’s true that

at that time, most shows would be called the artist’s name and dated paintings or sculptures or whatever, but Linda Goode

Bryant was very creative and she put titles on the shows. Of course, everybody puts a title on their show now, but then it seemed

unsophisticated in some way.

It was very typical to me of the kind of lack of responsiveness to what should have been responded to. When you think about the

artists that were there, it was me, there was David Hammons, Senga Nengudi, Maren Hassinger—all of these people who were

really superb artists, but they knew that they were not going to get shown at a certain point, and so they made work for each
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other.
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Lorraine O’Grady, Untitled (Mlle Bourgoise Noire and her Master of Ceremonies enter the New Museum (1980-83/2009). © Lorraine O’Grady/Artists
Rights Society (ARS) NY. Courtesy Alexander Gray Associates, NY.
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Well, I had liked the opening night of “Afro-American Abstraction (https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/4154),” but I hadn’t

liked the work so much. It felt very tame in comparison to what I thought abstract art could do. I was teaching at SVA [the School

of Visual Arts] at the time, and one day I was walking home and I just had this vision of myself where I was covered in white

gloves and I said, “Oh, that’s what that was all about!” That work [in “Afro-American Abstraction”] was abstraction with white

gloves on.

And so I made this piece to critique that, and of course I never do anything that’s only about one thing, and so it was also a

critique of bourgeois-ness. It never occurred to me that I would put on a gown and a cape made of 180 pairs of white gloves,

beat myself with a whip, and have people think I was glorifying the Black middle class!
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Jean-Michel Basquiat. Photo: Lee Jaffe.
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Exactly. The complexity is completely flattened. It’s not just that they are making us invisible, we’re sort of making our own

selves invisible that way. It’s interesting because I’ve written about Jean-Michel Basquiat (https://www.artforum.com/print

/199304/basquiat-and-the-black-art-world-34180), and I really connected to him behind all of this.

People actually believe these ridiculous myths about him being locked up in the basement of Annina Nosei’s gallery as if he were

some primitive, just out of the jungle person, whereas in reality, there could not have been anyone who was more bourgeois than

he was.

The ability to perceive reality on the part of those outside the group was nil. I have to say that one thing I really respected Jean-

Michel for a lot was that he never played that game of being a street kid, even though he had lived on the streets. He was not a

street child after all, he’d gone to Saint Ann’s [an elite private school in Brooklyn]. 
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He wasn’t from the streets. He may have been able to live on the streets, but what he was was a Black Bourgeois Bohemian.
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He had all of the Black bourgeois bohemian traits. Even if he took drugs, he was taking it from that point of view.
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He was alone really at that time, but it would be very hard now for something like that to happen, because there is a large

population now of Black artists, all of whom are highly educated.

I don’t think that comparing his situation to the situation today would be fair to either side. He was able to think of the Bohemian

self-destruction as a sort of glamorous way to go, whereas I don’t think you would find that [way of thinking] very much among

Black artists now.
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I don’t think that you would find very many Black artists who would think that taking heroin was cool—there’s too much

knowledge now.

At the simplest political level, what caste does is it makes the white proletariat romantic. The most backward white person from

the hills of Appalachia can feel that they are better than any Black person, including President Obama—the mob who stormed the

Capitol was filled with people like that. And it’s not ridiculous because in fact, whiteness, as [artist] Adrian Piper used to point

out, has monetary value. So the question is: How does that mindset apply to the art world?

I am not sure. Nothing is simple. Nothing has just one answer. For me, the question is, have the Black artists, even the most

successful, been able to cross over into that place where white art students want to be them? Or are they still safely bracketed

and separate no matter how successful they get?

()$*"#$H40*$56=/H#$B#4+0G$*"#+#K0$9##)$*"&0$*+#7#)A6=0$"=)'#+$D6+$%H45C$4+*&0*03$(*$&0$+#4HHB$H6)'$6,#+A=#G$9=*$*"#+#K0$4HH$*"#0#

/&*D4HH0$4)A$AB)47&503$($A6)K*$*"&)C$&*$*6*4HHB$#054/#0$*"#$A&H#7740$6D$540*#$*"4*$B6=K+#$*4HC&)'$496=*3$(*K0$4$567/H#[

/"#)67#)6)Z*"#+#K0$,#+B$5B)&54H$&)*#+#0*$&)$%H45C$4+*&0*0G$*"#+#K0$,#+B$0&)5#+#$&)*#+#0*$&)$+#/+#0#)*4*&6)G$4)A$*"#+#$4+#

/#6/H#$*+B&)'$*6$)4,&'4*#$*"4*$&)$4HH$C&)A0$6D$A&DD#+#)*$-4B03

Maybe we are making breakthroughs, but maybe we’re just sort of making breakthroughs that allow people to pat themselves on

the back. 

($*"&)C$-"#)$4$7=0#=7$&0$40C#A$*6$"4,#$76+#$+#/+#0#)*4*&6)G$6D*#)$*"#B$+#4HHB$4+#$E=0*$H66C&)'$D6+$4$%H45C$4+*&0*GN4)A$*"4*

7#4)0$*"4*$*"#B$#)A$=/$H66C&)'$*6$*"#$)47#0$*"#B$C)6-$9#0*3$\)H#00$B6=$9+&)'$&)$/#6/H#$-&*"$A&DD#+#)*$/60&*&6)0$4)A
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+#/H&54*&)'$A&,&0&6)$9#*-##)$/#6/H#3

There’s a whole world of human life, including my own human life, that I feel the need to understand for myself. I don’t feel the

need to constantly explain myself to them. I need to explain it to me. All of it—sex, love, and hate and all of the rest of it.

Race is something that feels more and more like a real effort to explore. One does it out of a sense of responsibility, but not out

of a sense of need, because one already feels one understands as much as one is ever going to understand, or as much as one

needs to understand. I’ve tried to get to the point where I can engage in as much self exploration as possible without having to

foreclose my options as an artist in order to wage battles that are already clear.

I think the dilemmas are not mine, the dilemmas are someone else’s: white people’s. And they’re the ones who need to start

solving it.

There’s a lot of things that I want to explore that have been diverted by this political requirement. I have some work that I’m

really very proud of, even though it’s not necessarily the most finished, like Rivers, First Draft (1982), the piece in Central

Park, that was just about me dealing with myself. That’s the kind of work that if I don’t get a chance to do it now, I really will

have felt that they won somehow. 

(https://news.artnet.com/app/news-upload/2015/11/lorraine-ogrady.png)

Lorraine O’Grady, Rivers, First Draft: The Debauchees intersect the Woman in Red,
and the rape begins (1982/2015). Image: Courtesy Alexander Gray and Associates
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I had become a single-issue feminist for various reasons. I was very much into reproductive rights, and I would say that in the

’70s, reproductive rights were not as supported by Black feminists as by white feminists for whom this was a primary battle.

And I always felt that if I wanted to get what I needed, I would have to make allies. I did do various forms of feminism, not just

WAC, and it always did seem to come to the point where it looked as if I and other women of color were charged with bearing

difference, whereas white women were free of difference. They were normative, and that did put a limit on how much one could

actually accomplish politically, I think.

Yet I’ve made tremendously wonderful friends. I still have many of them, and so that’s the complexity of it—if you get into a world

like that, friendship has an important role to play.

I6=K+#$067#6)#$-"6$"4A$4$9&'$567#945C$&)$4$-4BG$&)$*"#$H40*$X^$B#4+0$6+$06G$B6=$C)6-Z

Comeback? I haven’t ever been there! I would have to say this is my first coming out, you know? 

I6=$-#+#$&),6H,#A$&)$4$,#+B$&7/6+*4)*$0"6-$54HH#A$R@;bde$;+*$4)A$*"#$f#7&)&0*$U#,6H=*&6)$."**/0122---3765436+'2#["&9&*&6)

2-45C84+*84)A8*"#8D#7&)&0*8+#,6H=*&6):S$&)$]MM?G$*"4*$-40$4$'4*"#+&)'$6D$D#7&)&0*$4+*$*"4*$b6))&#$%=*H#+$/4+*HB$5=+4*#AG$4)A

0"#$"4A$C)6-)$B6=$D+67$*"#$@67#)K0$;5*&6)$b64H&*&6)G$&0$*"4*$+&'"*F

Yeah. I’ve had moments of success, I can’t say that I haven’t over the years, but I think this is the first time there’s been success

with a greater degree of understanding. So it feels more real in ways, and more sustainable.

(https://news.artnet.com/app/news-upload/2017/07/Lorraine-OGrady-e1499855270245.jpg)

Lorraine O’Grady, Art Is (Girlfriends Times Two), (1983/2009). Courtesy of the artist and Alexander Gray Associates, New York.
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That was kind of an amazing experience. You know, there were 40 million views on Twitter the first day.

()$*"#$/#+D6+74)5#G$C+,'1600G$B6=$*66C$6=*$4$DH64*$&)$*"#$/4+4A#$4)A$B6=$"4A$*"#0#$/&5*=+#$D+47#0$*"4*$/#6/H#$&)$*"#$4=A&#)5#

56=HA$/=*$4+6=)A$*"#70#H,#03

We had a very large frame, a nine by 15-foot empty frame, and it was framing the cityscape, the landscape of these people’s

lives. I think that’s what appealed to the Biden campaign, that they could show people in their landscape.

They were originally going to do almost an imitation of what I had done in Harlem, but then it became clear that they could do

something much larger. The whole purpose of Art Is… was to show that there was a very large audience for art that was not

being included either as audience or as creator. I think the Biden-Harris video was able to make it a larger point, doing it in the

way that they did, so I was thrilled with how it turned out.

 (https://news.artnet.com/app/news-

upload/2020/11/Screen-Shot-2020-11-09-at-9.19.37-AM.png)

Screen shot from Joe Biden’s victory video via Instagram.

J&A$B6=$'#*$4)B$D##A945CF$J&A$/#6/H#$-"6KA$)#,#+$C)6-)$B6=+$-6+C$9#D6+#$567#$*6$C)6-$B6=$*"+6='"$&*F$iM$7&HH&6)$/#6/H#

&0$4$H6*$6D$/#6/H#3N

It was very funny though. I said, this is amazing, and then the next day there were maybe 20 million, and then the day after that,

it was just normal. How fleeting is fame! 

@"4*$A6$B6=$"6/#$/#6/H#$*4C#$4-4B$D+67$*"#$0"6-F$@"4*$A6$B6=$"6/#$*"#B$0##F

The complexity. I’m not somebody who is digging down deep to find an ultimate truth, just simply trying to make as many of my

truths as visible as possible since they’ve been made invisible.

@"4*$A6$B6=$*"&)C$-&HH$9#$*"#$9&''#0*$0=+/+&0#F

There’s a lot of work that they haven’t seen, and I think they really haven’t seen the work if they haven’t seen the work together.

That’s what’s so amazing about this moment: It’s the first retrospective of a long career that hasn’t had enough exposure. So I

think that it’s going to be the first time that people are able to see who I am as an artist.

Follow Artnet News (https://www.facebook.com/artnet) on Facebook:

Want to stay ahead of the art world? Subscribe to our newsletter to get the breaking news, eye-opening interviews, and incisive

critical takes that drive the conversation forward. (http://link.artnet.com/join/522

/newscta&hash=8e9534fb495110baf97a368037111816)
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