
Artist Profile – Lorraine O’Grady 
 
b. 1934 Boston, MA; lives and works in New York City  
 
 An influence on O’Grady’s work is the fact that her heritage includes New Englander and 
Caribbean, she is the daughter of Caribbean immigrant parents. O’Grady attended Wellesley 
college in 1956 to study economics and Spanish literature and later attended the University of 
Iowa where she received her MFA in Fiction. Before she became an artist she was an 
intelligence analyst, a translator, and a music critic.  

O’Grady did not begin working on her art until the late 1970s after she had been 
involved with the feminist movement in New York. Because of her late start with her art career, 
O’Grady did not exhibit any work until she was forty-five years old. Although she started late, 
O’Grady still produced large amounts of work and received many awards, including the Bunting 
Fellowship, the Anonymous Was a Woman Award, and the College Art Association’s 
Distinguished Feminist Award.  

O’Grady creates conceptual art that employs the diptych as it’s primary form. She 
addresses issues of diaspora, hybridity, gender, identity, and black female subjectivity in her 
works and has emphasized the roles these themes have played in the history of modernism. 
O’Grady uses text, photo-installation, video, and performance art to convey multiple emotions 
and ideas as well as present contradicting attitudes with her diptychs. O’Grady’s goal with her 
diptychs is to encourage conversation long enough between the two different objects to spark 
the feeling of familiarity.  

At the beginning of O’Grady’s art career, she created the persona Mlle Bourgeoise 
Noire, a character who invaded art openings wearing a gown made of white gloves. She started 
by giving out flowers and then began beating herself with a whip she called “the whip that 
made the plantations move”. While preforming these actions O’Grady would also call out 
protest poems that spoke to the segregated art world. Because of her background with 
literature, many of O’Grady’s works feature text and she is also well-known for some of her 
essays, including an essay she wrote about black female subjectivity.  

Examples of O’Grady’s work include Haiku Diptych 7 (1), a piece from her Cutting Out 
the New York Times series where she took text clippings from the New York Times and created 
her own stories with them following the idea of forcing meaning to come out of randomness. 
Other examples are Sisters I (2), and Sisters IV (3), both examples of her diptychs where she 
compared modern females to historical representations from the past. Lastly Art Is…(Troupe 
Front) (4), is a photograph from the series Art Is… that was in response to someone saying 
“avant-garde art doesn’t have anything to do with black people”, O’Grady responded by putting 
avant-garde art into the largest black space she could think of; the million plus viewers at the 
parade.  
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