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In Paris of 1973, a French father and an African American 
mother welcomed Jerome Lagarrigue into the world. A 
lifetime of artistic tendencies propelled him to study at 
the Rhode Island School of Design (class of 1996). His 
work has garnered attention and acclaim – the Coretta 
Scott King/John Steptoe Award as well as the Ezra Jack 
Keats Award (2002). Jerome’s talent caught the eye of 
Dr. Maya Angelou for which he was commissioned to 
provide illustrations for her acclaimed anthology Poetry 
for Young People. Always willing to share the keen 
insights of his brilliance, he taught drawing and painting 
at Parsons School of Design from 1997 to 2005. Jerome 
was one of the few recipients of the esteemed Villa 
Medici grant and residency program in Rome, Italy from 
2005 to 2006, gaining access to a tradition of rigor 
and excellence. His dedication to craft has harnessed 
a myriad of collectors: Georges Lucas, Peggy Cooper 
Cafritz, Carmelo Anthony, Swizz Beats, Talib Kweli, 
and many more. The diversity of his collaborations 
are exemplified by the institutions that request his 
aptitude for visual expression: The Metroplitan Opera, 
Muhammad Ali Enterprises, and Amnesty International. 
Currently, Jerome Lagarrigue is represented by galerie 
Olivier Waltman (Paris/Miami) and Lazinc (London).

Jerome Lagarrigue by Dream Hampton
Portrait Christian Kilrain Carter Coleman

J e r o m e  w e a r s  t o p  b y  F r e d  P e r r y,

h a t  b y  B o r s a l i n o

 I  OF  THE STORM

The first question is actually the one that we 
just talked about on the phone: have you 
ever been a part of a riot or a rebellion?

Never. But I did witness protests and strikes 
turn violent in Paris when I lived there. France 
is famous for them. I ended up caught in the 
middle accidentally. 

Do you remember how that felt… in your 
body? Did you want to flee, or did you stay 
and watch?

I definitely fled. My incline was towards self-
preservation; I wanted to sort of protect my 
being. 

As a painter, since you weren’t there to 
protest, when you witnessed this and you 
just got caught up in the melee, did the 
observational artist kick in?

I’m a visual person and am sensitive to powerful 
imagery. I discovered there’s something in the 
aesthetic of rebellion that fascinated me, but 
I never felt the urge, at least thus far, to jump 
in physically.

The aesthetic of rebellion? I imagine that 
there’s a spectrum: everything from the way 
people choose to dress or wear their hair, 
to actual physical violence and insurrection. 
So, what do you mean when you say the 
aesthetic of rebellion?

Well, that’s a reference, I guess, to a larger 
fascination I have for collisions. I am definitely 
interested in visually transcribing the act of 
collisions – whether that be fighting sports, 
combative wildlife, or even sexual acts, which 
I haven’t done yet. Any form of entity colliding 
with another fascinates me. I try to understand 
and capture that in a two-dimensional still 
format. It’s challenging, but it’s also poetic. 
I’m still trying to figure out where that comes 
from. But the act of rebellion, from a visual 
standpoint, the catastrophic nature of what 
could follow, I just admire that and the people 
that actually go for it. 

It’s really about
this emotional state

of rebellion
being shared in
paint form. 
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And when you talk about being fascinated by 
collisions, you listed sex as one of those. Who’s an 
artist who has represented sex as a collision that 
you admire? 

 I don’t particularly know of any artist who’s devoted 
an entire series on that… that’s sort of well known. 
But you know one of my artistic references has 
been Francis Bacon. He actually has pinned figures 
on mattresses in his paintings. Bacon depicted 
interactions between figures that were violent. I’m 
more interested in the sensual, physical interactions 
between bodies.

Yeah, I didn’t think of collision as necessarily violent.

Yeah. [laughs]

Getting back to this idea of the insurrection, the 
rebellion, which is what this brilliant series is about. 
You are from France, but I’m sure you’re aware of 
the many rebellions that happened across American 
cities in the late sixties. In this period between…

Or even before. I have done research on the history of 
rioting. There are so many incidents that fall into the 
category of “riot,” a term that I consider abstract. For 
example, Nat Turner’s Rebellion was considered a riot 
at first, and even the ones during prohibition. They go 
back to the 17th and 18th centuries, all the way up to 
now. There’s just so many. The challenge of this series 
was to not document one particular riot, but to rather 
convey the notion of universal rioting.

And before the show went up in London at Lazinc, 
we had this conversation where I told you how 
problematic, as a Black American, the term “riot” is. 
That it is not an abstract term. That it is this loaded 
term, a racist term, that goes along with words like 
“looter.” And it strips the act of rebellion from any 
of its political motivations and implications. So tell 
me what the word riot means to you, and why you 
use it interchangeably with rebellion.

To me, it always stems from either a condition or a 
political motivation, and falls into the category of last 
resort. The word riot to me is an emotional one before 
anything, suggesting the moment when one has had 
it. That is why I entitled this series The Tipping Point. 
When riots expand, it’s an extraordinarily threatening 
and dangerous form of expression, because if 
properly spread out, they’re unstoppable. 

I do believe that there are riots and mobs, like when 
I think of sports teams.

That’s an interesting parallel between the word riot 
and mob. I never thought of it that way. 

B a c k  o f  a  P r o t e s t e r ' s  H e a d ,  2 0 1 3

There were racist lynch mobs throughout the South 
who were rebelling against due process and had 
decided some Black person, woman, child, man, non-
gender conforming person was…

That’s organized crime and targeted assassinations.

I hear you. There are targeted assassinations. 
Governments do it; criminal outfits do it. But what I’m 
describing in the South, and actually in Detroit in the 
1940s, is the consistency of extemporaneous White 
supremacist violence. That’s the guiding philosophy. 

It could be that parallel. I mean, every word has its own 
interpretation and comprehension from the beholder, 
right? And so in my mind, because of who I am and 
what defines me, it’s way closer linked to the word 
rebellion than mob.

This is what I’m getting at. I think about people of 
color and the oppressed who are in opposition to the 
state, either by their very existence because of White 
supremacy and classism, or because of a fundamental 
choice that they’ve made to upturn the system. So 
you talked about not being interested in becoming 
a documentarian, but I know that your references for 
some of these images were actual photographs. So 
could you talk about that process? 

I altered a number of reference photographs to 
recreate my own conflict zones. Geographic locations 
and landscapes are intentionally blurred to universalize 
these riot scenes. I, for example, singled out a protester 
from the recent Ferguson riots and placed him in a 
completely different landscape, changed the time of 
day, and replaced the object held in his hand by a pink/
violet smoke canister. The viewer is forced to complete 
the experience. We don’t know where he is or why he 
is throwing the smoke can. He could be in Ferguson, 
but could be elsewhere at the same time.

You didn’t just strip it of place, you stripped that 
protester of his Blackness, and I wonder if you could 
speak to that. Most of the protesters don’t appear to 
be Black. So could you talk to me about that decision?

Some protesters are… some aren’t. The Ferguson rioter 
in my painting is clearly Black. Most of them are wearing 
gas masks or clothing hiding their identity. This was a 
conscious decision. At a time when police officers have 
been acquitted of murdering young Black individuals 
one after the other while being filmed, I felt the urge 
to channel my profound frustration and anger towards 
these injustices into my work… and to attempt to make 
these paintings as timeless as possible. Racism has 
many faces and takes different shapes. The racism I’ve 
experienced in France and Europe has been totally 
different than the racism experienced here in the US. 

That you’ve experienced? 

Comparing the history of the two countries. One 
is young; one is a lot older. And the methods are 
completely different. 

Don’t move on from that Jerome. Say more. 

Ok, I’ll give you an example. The first time I got called 
the n-word was by an American in a Parisian restaurant 
at around age eight or nine. We were making fun of 
this guy’s belt buckle. That was my first interaction 
with that, and it came as a huge shock. Your sense 
of awareness changes after that. You sort of develop 
antennae like an insect. Just the tilt of somebody’s 
head looking at you in a specific setting could indicate, 
without being paranoid, that that person doesn’t like 
you for one particular reason. I am very sensitive to it. 

Thank you for sharing that story. And, of course, 
it would have to be an American. You didn’t quite 
explain though… can you give an example of what 
French racism looks like? Or feels like?

Racism in France, subjectively speaking, appears to 
me as a lot more subtle, less in your face, than here 
in the US: subtle little comments in conversations at 
dinner parties, body language, etc. Although I haven’t 
lived in France in many years, I’m assuming things are 
progressively changing. As grotesque as the climate 
is here in the US, Black people have a voice, which 
cannot be ignored – not so much in France as far as 
I’m concerned. I could be wrong; I hope to be wrong. 

The international discourse around global White 
supremacy is that we, as people of color, sometimes 
occupy too much space. I don’t think that Arabs are 
experiencing any improvement in French society of 
how they experience racism.        

Not at all. It’s probably worse than ever, based on 
recent events. In Europe, in general, there’s no real 
acknowledgement of a condition. That’s  sort of the 
genesis of why I took on allowing myself to paint 
rebellion. There’s an incident that took place in 2005, 
right in the Clichy-sous-Bois, the northwest of Paris. 
It caught my attention. This incident took place with 
two kids that sadly lost their lives in mysterious 
circumstances involving the police. It was never really 
understood. The investigation didn’t lead to any 
particular results. These two kids had died in the most 
vague, weird aspect. Riots spread out in three weeks 
from the north to the south of France. Miraculously, no 
one had gotten killed. It was just this burning of cars; I 
think it was like 8000 cars that were overturned. 
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Instead of focusing on the heroism 
of a scene, I wanted to depict

the isolation… The solitude of these 
protesters in movement.

And when you said France, you mean Paris?

It started out in Paris, and then it spread out. It became a state 
of emergency. The suburbs were engulfed in flames. I’ve never 
witnessed this in the West. I’ve never seen it like this, and politicians 
were terrified because they were outnumbered. I was like, this is it. 
I remember thinking to myself, how does one paint that? How do I 
recapture what I’m feeling right now? Can it be done? And for all of 
these years I thought about how I would finally get to this.

You talked about Bacon as a reference, and I see him clearly as 
one of your inspirations, particularly your portraiture. I wonder if 
you revisited paintings that you must have been exposed to as a 
child in France like Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People… La 
Liberté guidant, how do you say that?

Guidant le peuple. 

Exactly. The painting that commemorates the revolution in July 
of 1830. It has this heroic kind of thesis. I found the palette that 
you used so interesting, because it was a very contained color 
spectrum. The white was this phosphorous white, which, of course, 
speaks to this present way that the state oppresses rebellion, and 
represses rebellion, using chemical warfare. You even have that 
very literal painting of the gas mask. And so I wanted to ask you, 
first of all, did you revisit a painting like Delacroix’s? Secondly, 
will you talk about the palette? 

Yes. The painting entitled La Charge was inspired by Ucello’s Battle 
of San Romano. And I definitely had Guernica and The Third of May 
by Goya in the back of my head. Instead of focusing on the heroism 
of a scene, I wanted to depict the isolation… the solitude of these 
protesters in movement. I was also inspired by footage from the 
recent London riots. It is so ironic that these paintings were shown 
at Lazinc in London. 

You said the London riots?

Yes. You’re in the middle of the action, you know what I mean? 
With the French riots that I mentioned, we only saw the aftermath. 
So you saw burning cars. You didn’t see people lighting them up; 
you saw what was left. You didn’t see the act of a group of people, 
moving through the streets, at least from what I recall. The London 
ones were sort of breaking with that, where you actually saw the 
riot happening. 

You mean the 2011 Tottenham riots, right? Late summer, I think it 
was August, after the death of Mark Duggan. 

Yes. The footage and pictures taken by photojournalists following 
Mark Duggan’s tragic death were some of the most evocative 
images I have seen of riots. The very topic of this series called for 
experimentation and to break free from my comfort zone, painting 
wise. The phosphorous white color you mentioned over a protester’s 
head came accidentally. I found it to be too photo realistic. So I 
decided to put the painting flat on the floor and splashed white 
paint on the figure’s face, smeared the paint using a large broom to 
create movement. It was a breakthrough moment for me.  

But when you see that vintage gas mask that ended up being one 
of the most stunning portraits in the series, you still understand it 
to be very modern. I don’t think that I’m looking at a World War 
II gas mask, and I don’t think that I’m looking at say, a Hungarian 
rebel protesting the invading German army. I really think that I’m 
on the streets of Seattle, at one of the GA like rebellions, or it 
looks like something that is very modern. 

It’s your own experience that located that image for you. Meaning 
that your set of experiences, and what you had in mind at the time 
while looking at that image, took you there. And that’s exactly the 
intended goal. And so to come back to the racial thing, I wanted to 
play with that as well. I didn’t want to exclude or include anybody 
specifically. It’s really about this emotional state of rebellion being 
shared in paint form. That’s it. 

Well, thank you for making this series. I 
think that it really captures the zeitgeist 
of the continual struggle in America and 
the Black liberation movement.

This is volume one of my work, my first 
chapter on that theme. I’m working on 
portraits now, and I’ll be back trying 
something new around that theme again, 
and with hopefully new discoveries and 
new experimentations. 

That would be beautiful. 

Transcribed by Warren Reich
Edited by Danielle O. Murat
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P h o t o g r a p h s  :  C o u r t e s y  o f  t h e  A r t i s t

w w w . j e r o m e l a g a r r i g u e . c o m
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