
Artist Profile – Glenn Ligon  
 
b. 1960 Bronx, NY; lives and works in New York City  
 
 Ligon attended Wesleyan University where he received a BA in 1982 and later 
participated in the Whitney Museum Independent Study Program. After graduating, Ligon 
began painting in his spare time following the abstract expressionistic style of Jackson Pollock. 
Ligon is known as one of the originators of the term Post-Blackness, a movement that attempts 
to reconcile the understanding of race with the lived experiences of African Americans. Ligon’s 
works are influenced by his personal experience as a gay African American man. In 2018 Ligon 
was awarded an Honorary Doctorate from The New School.  

Ligon’s work explores American history, literature, and society while using different 
mediums to create conceptual art. Common themes that come up in Ligon’s work include race, 
language, desire, sexuality, and identity. Ligon is well-known for his text-based paintings which 
discuss the writings of people like Gertrude Stein, Richard Pryor, and other prominent African 
Americans. The mediums Ligon works with include painting, neon, video, photography, and 
digital media, but painting always remains at the core of Ligon’s works.  

Ligon’s text-based paintings are typically large and include a phrase of text that is 
repeated over the canvas until it becomes murky and unable to read. This technique creates 
abstraction and ambiguity in his works. Another distinction of Ligon’s text-based paintings are 
the racially charged jokes that are included in a series he did on Richard Pryor’s stand up, the 
jokes are represented in the vernacular language of the street and show a complex vision of 
black culture. Along with discussing race, the paintings also bring up issues of sexuality, for 
example, when he did a series on the controversy over Robert Mapplethorpe’s work.  

Ligon’s photographic works use family photos to subvert the stereotype of the black 
American family, as well as expressing Ligon’s own sexuality. Ligon’s installation work often 
discusses race, specifically the history of slavery and is still based off of writings by African 
American authors. Ligon’s neon works are neon letters strung together to create a series of 
words like “blues”, “blood”, and “bruise”. Again, the neon works take inspiration from the 
authors Ligon reads.  

In 2005 Ligon won the Alphonse Fletcher Foundation Fellowship and in 2006 was 
awarded the Skowhegan Medal for Painting. In 2009, President Barack Obama added a text-
based painting of Ligon’s to the White House Collection where it was installed in the President’s 
private living quarters. In 2010 Ligon won a United States Artists Fellow Award. Since 2012, 
Ligon has been serving on the Board of Directors for the Foundation for Contemporary Arts.  

An example of Ligon’s text-based work is titled Untitled (Study #1 for Prisoner of Love) 
(1). Examples of Ligon’s neon works include Double America (2) and Untitled (Only Poetry) (3). 
One more example of Ligon’s work is from his debris exploration series and is titled Some 
Circled, Some Not (4).  
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