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Four joyous girls in Harlem: how
Lorraine O’Grady showed that art is
for everyone

In the second of our new series about artworks by women
that have relevance to today’s news, our writer pays tribute
to an artist who, like the England Women’s football team,
set out to inspire young girls
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Joyous … Lorraine O'Grady’s Girlfriends Times Two. Photograph: Courtesy Alexander Gray Associates, New York/©2022 Lorraine O'Grady / Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York
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Our annual appeal to defend press freedom

9,921 of 60,000 acts of support

At this dangerous time
We hope you appreciated this article. Before you close this tab, we want to
ask if you could support our annual press freedom appeal at this dangerous
time for journalism in the US. 

According to a leading global watchdog, American democracy is now more
imperiled than at any point since the 1960s, marked by a precipitous
decline in press freedom – driven by mounting pressure from the Trump
administration in the form of threats, criminal investigations, politicized
regulation, frivolous lawsuits and, for public media, catastrophic funding
cuts. 

Meanwhile, organizations that are supposed to be independent like the FBI
and the FCC, our radio and television regulator, have also been targeting
press freedom under Trump-aligned leadership, with the FBI raiding a
reporter’s home and the FCC threatening ABC’s TV licenses after Jimmy
Kimmel made a joke about Melania Trump.

The response from some ultra-wealthy and corporate media owners, keen
to appease the president, has been chilling: CBS News has been taken over
by a Trump ally; CNN is poised to be taken over by the same billionaire; Jeff
Bezos has continued to impose cuts and editorial interventions at the
Washington Post; and multiple outlets have settled multimillion-dollar
lawsuits from the administration to protect their business interests.

Democracy is best served by a robust, thriving free press. But when that
freedom is under attack, it falls to a determined few news organizations to
ensure the full truth still reaches the public. Owned neither by a billionaire
nor a corporation, the Guardian remains dedicated to covering this
administration with uncompromising moral and factual clarity – and to
keeping trustworthy journalism paywall-free for the world.

Despite the risks of maintaining our fierce independence, what sustains us
– and fills us with deep gratitude – is the unwavering support we’ve seen
from readers. It is no exaggeration to say that we are here because of you: a
majority of our funding comes directly from people like you responding to
messages like this. Your support not only powers our work, but more
importantly, it safeguards the financial independence that underpins our
editorial freedom and courage.

In honor of World Press Freedom Day this month, we’re looking for
60,000 readers to support our annual appeal with $5 or more. Do you have
the means to be one of them? We’re especially grateful for anyone able to
set up a monthly contribution: reliable funding is vital for sustaining us
throughout this dangerous period, right to its end.

We would be hugely grateful for your backing to mark this global day of
solidarity for independent journalism. Anything you can spare goes
directly toward our work – not into the pockets of a billionaire or
corporation with other interests at heart. It takes less than a minute.
Thank you for protecting the truly free press.

Continue Remind me in June

R esponding to a comment by a “non-artist acquaintance” that
“avant-garde art doesn’t have anything to do with Black people” –
and to prove that it did – in September 1983, artist Lorraine
O’Grady took her camera to the “largest Black space she could

think of” – the African American Day Parade in Harlem, New York, to
document the crowds for her series Art Is … Hiring a gold fabric-covered
float, complete with a giant gilded frame, O’Grady instructed 15 actors and
dancers, all dressed in white, to reach out to the excited onlookers and have
them pose inside empty gold picture frames.

With her camera, under the glittering sunlight, O’Grady shot celebratory
images of people of all different ages and myriad personalities, ranging from
energetic locals to those in a moment of reflection, taking everything in. But
it is the group of young girls in Girlfriends Times Two, smiling from ear to ear
with their hands gripped tight to the gold edges – confidently showing that
they belong in these frames – that I find the most joyous.

Over the past few weeks, we’ve watched Sarina Wiegman’s unstoppable
England team thrill the nation in the Women’s Euros. There was the 95th-
minute long-range goal by Georgia Stanway, which clinched their spot in the
semi-final, Alessia Russo’s backheel to secure the Lionesses’s place in the
final, and last night Ella Toone’s epic lob giving them the initial lead in the
final, and then Chloe Kelly’s goal securing England as the triumphant and
deserved win. It’s all been documented by the team’s official photographer,
Lynne Cameron, who has captured the euphoria of their success, from the
aftermath of Fran Kirby’s momentous goal to Rachel Daly storming the pitch
in celebration.

Lorraine O’Grady’s Troupe With Mile Bourgeoise Noire), taken at the African American Day
Parade in Harlem in 1983. Photograph: Courtesy Alexander Gray Associates, New York/2022
Lorraine O’Grady / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York

Just as the Lionesses have shattered any preconceptions that football
belongs in a man’s world – as shockingly revealed in an anonymous note
tweeted by Woman’s Hour presenter, Emma Barnett – O’Grady too broke free
from traditional ideas about what art is and where it should be situated.
Rightly ignoring society’s rigid viewpoints on a gender-imbalanced art world,
and bringing art back to its simplest and most effective terms, Art Is …
showed that anyone could be worthy of belonging “inside the frame” – of
being a subject of “art”. It’s up to us, the viewers, participants – or in the case
of the England team, the fans – to rewrite the rules and be inclusive of
everyone.

This month, the Lionesses achieved that, not only through
their incredible success on the pitch but in the impact on
those watching them play. An amazing 9.3 million people
watched England thrash Sweden; records were broken as
Sunday’s’s game became the most attended for a Uefa
tournament
in men’s or women’s football; TV viewing figures are up

58% from previous Women’s Euros. The former England men’s star Ian
Wright proclaimed after the team soared into the final: “If after this, girls
aren’t allowed to play football like the boys in school, then what are we
doing?”

Art Is … brought art out of the museum and into the public realm. It
expanded the fabric of photography and performance, and showed the “non-
artist acquaintance” – and perhaps the establishment they came from – the
relevance of art and its power to drive inclusivity. It showed that art can be a
performance, a question, a call to action, in a museum or out in the streets.
For O’Grady, art is “a joyful performance in Harlem’s African American Day
Parade”.

Just like O’Grady telling the beaming young girls that they too should be
included on museum walls, the Lionesses are encouraging the next
generation of footballers. This is powerfully outlined by the striker Nikita
Parris, who has written: “So I know how young women, young black women
feel growing up in today’s world because there’s not much representation at
the highest level, where they see a pathway or they feel a sense of, ‘I can
attain that dream.’”

In the way that Art Is … was groundbreaking in the realm of art, the
Lionesses, not only in making history by lifting their trophy last night, have
changed minds and hearts. Now everyone can feel that they are worthy of
being part of the game.

Art can be a
performance, a
question, a call to
action, in a museum or
out in the streets
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