
Artist Profile – Jordan Casteel  
 
b. 1989 Denver, CO; lives and works in New York City  
 
 Casteel graduated from Agnes Scott College with a BA and from Yale School of Art with 
an MFA in painting. Casteel came from a family of prominent civil rights activists and 
philanthropists who collected many artworks including those by Romare Bearden and Hale 
Woodruff. Casteel had the opportunity in New York City to become an artist in residence at the 
Studio Museum which brought her to Harlem where she began painting portraits of men she 
met around the neighborhood. Doing so, Casteel became a part of the community, even gaining 
the nickname “Painter” and earning the trust and friendship of her subjects. Currently, Casteel 
is teaching at Rutgers University while still continuing with her own art.  

After the 2012 acquittal of George Zimmerman, Casteel realized what she wanted her 
work to be about; to demonstrate the beauty of individual black lives and countering the 
stereotypes that flatten and villainize them. While addressing a highly political topic, she is not 
starting an argument, but showing a different reality that is more diverse. She uses detailed 
portraits that also reflect the values of the subjects as an act of love and political conviction 
that create her style of passive activism.  

Casteel typically paints intimate portraits of friends, lovers, and family members, as well 
as portraits of neighbors and strangers. Through her portraits Casteel explores humanity, 
sexuality, identity, and subjectivity, and for the most part paints only black subjects, although 
she will sometimes paint them in arbitrary colors. This play with color comes from Casteel’s 
interest in color, vibrancy, and pushing the boundaries of interpretation, she wants to 
experiment with the ways color has an effect on its environment and subjects.  

To start her process, Casteel takes a photograph of her subject and creates her painting 
by referencing it. Her goal is to make viewers think about the meaning behind a black person in 
the U.S. today and to share her vision of her subjects as individuals. An important aspect to her 
work is the eye contact between the subject and the viewer, when Casteel photographs her 
models she makes sure they are making direct eye contact with the lens, creating that sense of 
individualism and connection with the audience. The eye contact is the same throughout her 
paintings with any subject, but she still keeps them authentic to the individual by depicting 
them in their everyday life, for example sitting on a chair in the kitchen, or selling things on the 
street.  
 Casteel was the Gloucester Painting Prize recipient in 2013, a Challenge Coin recipient in 
2019, and even made it onto the Forbes 30 under 30 class of 2019. A couple examples of 
Casteel’s work are Little Gamer (1), which shows how she depicts people in ordinary scenes 
they are in every day, and Galen 2 (2) which shows how she changes the skin color of her 
subjects to colors like blue, purple, or green.  
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