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In a bare room ps airs from his ar  s dio inside an ind s rial b ilding in he So h Bron , 

Derek Fordjo r a ched as hree p ppe eers bro gh  a charac er dra n righ  o  of his 

pain ings o hree-dimensional life. The ar is  as forging e  ano her branch of his 

m l iform prac ice: a li e sho , inspired b  Japanese p ppe  hea er, o complemen  ork 

in his pcoming galler  e hibi ion.

Mr. Fordjo r of en depic s Black a hle es and performers  dancers, riders, ro ers, dr m-

majors  as s ri ers ho na iga e he ambig i ies ha  come i h heir achie emen , and 

he racial scr in  ha  accompanies isibili  in he mains ream c l re.

The ood p ppe  as a essel for hese concerns. He had an a hle ic look, in breeches and 

a nic. The op as a s riped n mber in pink, bl e, and bro n, pical of he b s  colors 

and pa erns ha  energi e Mr. Fordjo r s pain ings. The charac er careened be een 

ri mph and slaps ick abjec ion as he p ppe eers mo ed him across a long able i h 

ar i cial rf.

The p ppe  ben  o pick p a ball; i  s ck o his hand. As he ried o shake i  off, a la gh 

rack pla ed  a cro d g ffa ing a  his dis ress. La er he soared for a d nk, Jordan-s le. 

He as mocked and appla ded  he s or  s gges ed ha  ha  ele a es Black achie ers 

in o r socie  can also erode heir ps ches.



The p ppe  enac s se eral of he arche pes Mr. Fordjo r has in his pain ings and careens be een ri mph and abjec ion. Rafael Rios for 
The Ne  York Times

I lo e learning o her a s o ha e a con ersa ion,  Mr. Fordjo r said af er he rehearsal, a 

collabora ion i h he p ppe  ar is  Nick Lehane. Pain ing has i s ili , b  performance 

is ano her regis er.

A  46, b  ar - orld me rics, Mr. Fordjo r is alread  regis ering. He as a marke  sensa ion 

in 2019 i h a no e or h  sale a  Phillips, here Agenc  and Reg la ion (s d )  en  for

$137,500, do ble i s es ima e. A  he Frie e ar  fair he sold a s i e of 10 pain ings o Ja -Z 

and Be onc .

This ear bro gh  his rs  f ll- edged m se m sho , a  he Con emporar  Ar  M se m S . 

Lo is, here pain ings h ng in a ropical en ironmen  ha  incl ded corr ga ed me al alls 

and an ingenio s me hod o replica e he so nd of rain. The idea as abo  crea ing a

m l isensor  e perience,  Wassan al-Kh dhairi, he sho s c ra or, said of he immersi e 

s aging. She added, He s an e remel  ambi io s person; risk- aking is par  of he jo rne .
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Derek Fordjo r, STRWMN,  2020. His pain ings, no able for heir la ered e res and ma erials, grapple i h 
comple  hemes of race, ineq ali  and American socie , sing imager  from carni als, parades and o her 
celebratory settings. This materials includes cardboard, oil pastel and foil on newspaper mounted on canvas. Derek Fordjour 
and Petzel.
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Mr. Fordjo r s solo sho , Self M s  Die,  a  Pe el Galler  is picall  elabora e, i h a 

alk-in ins alla ion, o ne  pain ing s i es, a series of sc lp res and he p ppe  sho , 

performed ice dail .

His rise has been remarkable considering ha  his breako  sho , in an ar is -r n space 

in B sh ick, as in 2014. T o ears la er, he as s ill comple ing his M.F.A. a  H n er 

College.

The sc lp or Nari Ward, his eacher and ad iser a  H n er, recalled ha  Mr. Fordjo r, 

ho as older han mos  o her s den s  as dri en i h big ideas. He came in 

h ngr ,  Mr. Ward said. I as like, ooh, ha s going o happen o his g ?

Wo en in o Mr. Fordjo r s ork are lessons from his or o s jo rne  since commi ing 

o ar  back in high school, he son of Ghanaian immigran s in Memphis, Tenn.

S raigh  Fo r S ing,  2020. Mr. Fordjo r is concerned i h he d namics of performance in American socie , from he 
boardroom o he spor s arena, ho  i  can bo h ele a e and erode he Black ps che. Derek Fordjo r and Pe el

B  i  as he e en s of 2020, be een he pandemic and he police killings of George 

Flo d and Breonna Ta lor, ha  ook his ne es  ork on a bleaker pa h, one ha  digs 

deeper in o he ceremon  of Black grief and mo rning. The foc s of his ar  is shif ing 

from he comple i ies of performa i e roles o incl de ho  e mark he li es ha  had 

been los .
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A ne  ensemble pain ing, Chor s of Ma ernal Grief,  commemora es 14 omen, 
from Mamie Till-Moble , Emme  Till s mo her, o Tamika Palmer, Ms. Ta lor s 
mo her, hom berea emen  forced in o p blic roles. I  is a ne  mo e for him: 
speci c por rai s ra her han arche pes.

This ear, I feel like memorial is impor an ,  he said. Black f nerar  radi ion is on 
m  mind,  he added. Thinking abo  all he people ho ere no  able o ha e 
f nerals.

The Pe el sho  arri es i h an epigraph from In he Wake: On Blackness and 
Being,  a 2016 book b  he scholar Chris ina Sharpe, ho refers o ake ork   
he ensemble of ac i i ies, grand and m ndane, ha  ackno ledge and address Black 

dea h, and in doing so, af rm Black life.

She ri es: Wha  does i  look like, en ail and mean o a end o, care for, comfor , 
and defend, hose alread  dead, hose d ing, and hose li ing li es consigned o he 
possibili  of al a s-imminen  dea h, life li ed in he presence of dea h  i  means 

ork.

Mr. Fordjo r as aken b  ha  concep , he said, and he has also been reading Black 
libera ion heor , b  he heologian James H. Cone, and s dies of Black mo rning.

The ar is  recalled ears ago cri icisms of he f neral ind s r  for in a ing i s prices. 
And Black f neral direc ors reall  reb ffed i ,  he said. The  said, his is he 

oppor ni  o celebra e. This is o r chance o be orna e.
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One ork in he sho , Pall Bearers,  is inspired b  he la ish f neral gi en George 

Flo d in Ho s on. S r ck b  Mr. Flo d s gold- nished caske , Mr. Fordjo r researched 

recipien s of similar gold cof ns and fo nd ha  he  incl ded Michael Jackson and 

Whi ne  Ho s on.

The pain ing presen s men in op ha s, in a a ened perspec i e ha  con e s rh hm 

and immediac . B  he caske  is probabl  he s bjec  of he pain ing,  he said. A 

man commemora ed in a gold caske , con ras ing so sharpl  i h he a  his life 

ended.

Mr. Fordjo r pla s i h he orna e; he is no  afraid o da le.



De ail from Chor s of Ma ernal Grief,  2020, one of Mr. Fordjo r s somber ne  por rai s in 
reac ion o he pandemic and o George Flo d s and Breonna Ta lor s dea hs. I  commemora es 
14 mo hers hom berea emen  forced in o p blic roles. Derek Fordjo r and Pe el
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He s a s perb coloris ,  said Manon Slome, he c ra or ho de eloped i h Mr. 
Fordjo r a ild, f nho selike ins alla ion for kids (b  no  j s ) a  he  Sugar Hill 
Children s M se m of Ar  & S or elling. There s a hea ricali  in he ork; 
he re sho men,  she added. The ligh  radia es from i hin.

When depic ing cro ds, as in Parade,  Mr. Fordjo r s 2018 mosaic series inside he 
145 hS ree  s b a  s a ion of he No. 3 line, he ar is  sho s he inspira ion of Jacob 
La rence and Archibald Mo le , ho gh his pale e is ligh er, more ariega ed.

The process of pain ing is a  once h mble and in rica e: He co ers a can as or ood 
board i h cardboard iles, foil and o her ma erials, and raps i  in ne spaper 
(al a s The Financial Times, for i s arm, salmon h e). The process repea s se eral 
imes, i h Mr. Fordjo r appl ing ashes of pain , hen earing and car ing he 

acc m la ing s rface as he goes.



Pall Bearers,  2020, as inspired b  he orna e f neral of George Flo d in Ho s on.  Derek Fordjo r and Pe el
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Derek Fordjo r s 2016 pain ing Agenc  and Reg la ion (s d ),  hich en  for do ble i s es ima e a  a c ion in 
2019. Derek Fordjo r, ia Phillips
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These da s, Mr. Fordjo r has assis an s handle he preliminaries, hich in ol es se en or 
eigh  la ers. This is here I s ar  cooking.  He applies h ndreds of small pieces of hand-
c  paper, and ske ches in charcoal. Then he mo es o acr lic and oil pas el.

He fo nd a echniq e,  said Mr. Ward, ho remains his friend and so nding board. I s a 
kind of sed c ion of he hand, b  once o re in i , o  reali e o e been bro gh  o 
ano her space  of inq ir  and reali a ion of a kind of his orical angs .

Mr. Fordjo r s rs  ro nd in ar  school in Ne  York, back some 20 ears earlier, asn  
s ch a s ccess. Se  on his pa h b  Bill Hicks, a local-legend ar  eacher a  Cen ral High 
School in Memphis, he enrolled a  Pra  Ins i e, b  no  sa s, I en  a  off rack.

He dropped o  and h ng o   a  he Me , a  he Ar  S den s Leag e, and had a br sh 
i h he j s ice s s em in Brookl n. The r h is ha  I ran in o some ro ble. I go  

arres ed,  he said. The charge in ol ed dr gs b  he case as dismissed. The inciden  lef  
him shaken and reminded him of his middle class pri ilege.

The hing ha  sa ed me as ha  m  dad as an oral s rgeon, and I had a co sin a  
Har ard La  School. B  I sa  ha  happens hen someone like me ge s in o ha  
s s em.  Long ashamed, he re ealed he s or  hen he par icipa ed in Projec  Rese , 

here ar is s men or o ng people facing misdemeanor con ic ions.

Mr. Fordjo r re rned o Memphis and enrolled in comm ni  college, hen had a bab  
i h a girlfriend (his son is no  a college s den ). Li ing some life kind of go  me on 

rack,  he said. He began eaching ar  in da  care cen ers. He hen nished college a  
Moreho se Uni ersi , con in ing o Har ard, here he earned a mas er s in ar  
ed ca ion.

A differen  pa h as germina ing, ha  of he ar is . A  Moreho se, Ak a McDaniel s 
co rse in African-American ar  his or  a akened him o a lineage from sla er  o he 
Harlem Renaissance o he scholarship of Da id Driskell and Richard J. Po ell. I  opened 
me p o a hole orld of possibili ,  he said.

And a series of por rai  commissions for bankers and o hers in Memphis s Black 
professional circles sho ed ha  here co ld be mone  in pain ing. B  he ime Mr. Fordjo r 
reappeared in Ne  York and go  married, se ling in o s b rban life in Mo n  Vernon, he 

as s eadil  prod cing por rai s and landscapes in his basemen .

He ha ed i . I  as a lo  of bad ork, failed e perimen s,  he said. Things he cared abo  
did no  sho  p in his ork. When his marriage fell apar , he fo nd himself sleeping on an 
air ma ress in a s orage b ilding.
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Derek Fordjo r i h his s dio eam and collabora ors incl ding he p ppe  ar is  Nick Lehane. Rafael Rios for The Ne  York 
Times

B  he fo nd i  libera ing o ork i h charcoal on ne spaper  he onl  s rface he co ld 
afford for a ime. And he as making friends on he ar  scene like Hank Willis Thomas. 
Mickalene Thomas le  him help in he s dio; her ork i h frac red s rfaces, brigh  color, 
and neon, he said, nlocked his o n imagina ion.

B  he ime Mr. Fordjo r enrolled a  H n er, his friends ere aler ing collec ors. The 
cons r c ion e ec i e Joseph Mi i offered him an e hibi ion in his of ce in 2013. He 
accep ed, recalling ad ice from Mark Bradford: Sho  an here.  The pain er Henr  
Ta lor rned p and bo gh  a sc lp re.

I  j s  s ar ed happening, man,  Mr. Fordjo r said. I ha en  e en p  i  oge her for 
m self.

In he s dio las  mon h, collabora ion as in he air. Ar  b  friends h ng in he 
conference room. On Zoom, Mr. Fordjo r checked in i h Holl ood designers, one a 
friend from high school, ho ere craf ing his ne  ins alla ion. The p ppe  ar is s 

orked ps airs.

Mr. Fordjo r con empla ed ho  his ear had ele a ed he s akes.
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Last March, he was sued by a former gallerist, Robert Blumenthal, who claimed that Mr. 
Fordjour reneged on a deal they agreed to in 2014, to deliver 20 canvases. Mr. Fordjour’s 
lawyers call the pending case “meritless,” and have filed for its dismissal.

It was not lost on him that as his prominence grows, his own position resembles more and 
more the archetypal performers he has painted balancing between anguish and 
transcendence.

“To some degree maybe these are self-portraits,” he said, showing a painting of an argyle-
clad man on a unicycle, holding balls in both hands, with another ball on his neck.

“I’m benefiting from a moment,” he said. “I hope that my work is good. I recognize that I’m 
an artist in society, and when society goes and moves in another direction I’ve still got to be 
rooted in what I’m doing.”

To keep steady, he said, meant living on shifting boundaries: between exposure and 
vulnerability, close-knit community and the broader social sphere. It was a challenge for his 
art, and for his life.


