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Lorraine O’Grady, who went from an early career as a research
economist for the government to a second life as a conceptual artist
and cultural critic in her mid-40s, died Friday. She was 90 years old. She
is best remembered for her diptychs which juxtapose images for a
critical look at gender, race, and class disparities, and as a rock music
critic for Rolling Stone and the Village Voice.
O’Grady’s death was confirmed by Mariane Ibrahim, the art dealer who
represented her and has venues in Chicago, Paris, and Mexico City.
Ibrahim did not reveal her cause of death.
“Lorraine O’Grady was a force to be reckoned with,” said Ibrahim.
“Lorraine refused to be labeled or limited, embracing the multiplicity of
history that reflected her identity and life’s journey. Lorraine paved a
path for artists and women artists of color, to forge critical and
confident pathways between art and forms of writing.”

O’Grady was born in Boston in 1934 to West Indian immigrants and was
educated as a child at the elite Girls’ Latin School. She went on to study
economics and Spanish literature at Massachusetts’s Wellesley
College. After graduating in 1955, O’Grady worked for more than five
years as a research economist for the Bureau of Labor Statistics.
“I think the Department of Labor knew before I did that I wasn’t cut out
for government service!” O’Grady once wrote of her early career. “Still,
though it was the most welcoming to women, even at Labor there were
limits. You could look around and see that division chief was as high as
any woman would get.”

She left that job in 1961 and sent her son to live with his father, who was
living with his parents, believing they could provide the child “a more
stable home.”
O’Grady attempted a fiction writing career for years, even participating
in the prestigious Iowa Writers’ Workshop in 1965, before finding part-
time work in 1968 as a multi-language translator at a small Chicago firm
that had a contract with Playboy magazine. She also worked part-time
for Jesse Jackson’s Operation Breadbasket, which pressed white-
owned business to hire African Americans and to purchase goods and
services from Black-owned firms.
When the owner of the translation firm died, O’Grady took over, dropped
all clients but Playboy and picked up Encyclopedia Brittanica. She soon
moved to New York, where she found success through the 1970s as a
critic for Rolling Stone and the Village Voice, and taught literature at the
School of Visual Arts as she picked up her visual arts practice.

While her art practice did well in the decades since finding her path into
the art world, O’Grady really began to thrive in the last 10 years of her
life, as publications such as New York proclaimed: “More than four
decades into her trailblazing career, Lorraine O’Grady finally has the
world’s attention.”
O’Grady has been the subject of numerous one-person exhibitions. Her
2021 retrospective ”Lorraine O’Grady: Both/And” at New York’s Brooklyn
Museum, traveled to the Weatherspoon Art Museum in North Carolina
and to the Davis Museum at Wellesley College, where it was on view
earlier this year. At least six of her works are in the current exhibition,
“Flight into Egypt: Black Artists and Ancient Egypt, 1876kNow,” at New
York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art.
“People tell me my world looks as if it could have been made yesterday,”
O’Grady once said. “To me, this is a sign that little has fundamentally
changed. Even our successes stay safely bracketed. My tasks in art
remain the same: to find ways to develop and maintain a rich inner life
while standing firm in the attempt to overturn the depredations of the
outer world.”

Adam Schrader December 13, 2024  Share This Article

Lorraine O’Grady, The Clearing (1993). Courtesy alexandergray.com.

Lorraine O’Grady, Untitled (Mlle Bourgoise Noire asks, “Won’t you help me lighten my heavy bouquet?” (1980-
83/2009). © Lorraine O’Grady/Artists Rights Society (ARS) NY. Courtesy Alexander Gray Associates, New
York.

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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Introducing the Intelligence Report:
The Year Ahead 2026
The latest edition of our biannual report provides a
data-driven snapshot of the art world today.
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Signs of Life?
In our last Intelligence Report, this past fall, we described a storm that
had been building for some time. As it swept through the trade, dealers
shuttered and art businesses retrenched. The winds have not entirely
died down, but the air is now clearing, new models are emerging, and
last year—for the first time since 2021—total auction sales ticked up,
powered by a dramatic late-season surge in New York.
In our cover story, Katya Kazakina delves into the uppermost level of
the auction world, where houses have been hosting exclusive invitation-
only auctions for ultra-rare works. The competition is as intense as ever,
but it is playing out behind closed doors.
Turbulent market conditions may have pushed some sellers to go dark,
but more art still traded hands publicly last year than it had in a decade.
Artnet’s auction price database continues to provide the clearest view
of the state of play.
There was good news for the U.K. in those numbers. Its market grew by
11.3 percent, aided by the $136 million sale of Pauline Karpidas’s prized
Surrealist holdings in September. The news was less positive in the
ultra-contemporary realm, where sales declined for the fourth
consecutive year, as money flowed to time-tested names, making the
Impressionist and Modern category the industry’s most lucrative.
Also in this report are candid interviews with two former Sotheby’s
rainmakers: New Yorker David Schrader describes the importance of
staying fluid in a correcting market—and discusses his new venture, a
high-stakes gallery triumvirate. Hong Konger Patti Wong, now a
powerhouse advisor, details recent changes in salesrooms and among
Asian collectors. Meanwhile, maverick Joe Maddalena, of Heritage
Auctions in Dallas, oKers insights on the ascendent collectibles sector
as it snares up market share.
Thank you, as ever, to Artnet Pro’s reporters and editors and Artnet’s
data science and Price Database teams.
—Naomi Rea, Editor-in-Chief of Artnet News
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Want more insight? Join Katya Kazakina and Naomi Rea for a live
conversation on April 8 at 1 p.m. ET, where they’ll unpack key
Intelligence Report findings and answer audience questions.
Register in advance—space is limited—and attendees will receive 50%
oZ a PRO subscription, or a complimentary Artist Analytics report for
current members.
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Sotheby’s is facing fresh scrutiny over its finances after a flurry of
recent developments. A New York real estate broker has filed a $10.2
million lawsuit over commissions tied to the sale of the auction house’s
former Manhattan headquarters—something Sotheby’s disputes.
Meanwhile, the company has introduced a new delayed-payment
program. These moves have raised questions about liquidity, even as
credit agencies have recently upgraded Sotheby’s outlook.
Plus, how Art Dubai is evolving amid ongoing regional conflict, and
Artnet and the online art platform Artsy are coming together under a
single leadership structure helmed by CEO JeSrey Yin.
 
For more need-to-know intel, subscribe now to The Back Room, our
lively recap funneling only the week’s must-know intel into a nimble read
you’ll actually enjoy delivered straight to your inbox every Friday.
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