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Stephen Friedman Gallery is pleased to present an exhibition
by Grenada born, British artist Denzil Forrester. The show
includes new paintings and a survey of works on paper from
the past forty years.

Forrester is known for his vibrant paintings that immortalise
the dynamic energy of London’s reggae and dub nightclub
scene during the early 1980s. In his new work, the artist
juxtaposes colourful depictions of urban dancehalls with vivid
recollections from his childhood and themes of social
injustice.

One of the largest paintings is rendered in a more abstract
style and exudes a frenetic energy. ‘Surge’ (2022) began in
the dub dancehalls of Kingston, Jamaica where the artist
spent a residency in 2019, sketching in-situ at the city’s
clubs. Back in his Cornwall studio, Forrester transposed his
frenetic drawings of the revellers into painterly compositions,
using graphic, staccato brushstrokes to emulate the pulse of
the music. Bathed in a wash of blue, the painting is imbued
with a hallucinatory atmosphere which, in Forrester’s words,
reflects the power of the DJ as a “witch doctor” unifying the
crowd. The figures’ movements are broken up like shards of
light bouncing off a disco ball, revealing the influence of
German Expressionism and Cubism on the artist’s practice.

Forrester's works are significant in their rich documentation
of London’s West Indian community during the 1980s,
explored through the lens of his own childhood and
adolescence. ‘Eula and sons’ (2022) is an autobiographical
diorama depicting Forrester’s family sewing bags to earn

money when they first moved to Hackney over forty years ago.

The artist distorts the composition by toying with
perspective, resulting in a sweeping movement that draws
the viewer through the scene. A speaker in the top left
corner references the impact music has had on Forrester’s
life since his early youth. Peter Doig notes that such
“dreamlike” works “emerge as much from [the artist’s]
imagination as from his studies of real life” and possess “a
subtlety and form that has perhaps come about because he
is reflecting upon his past."

Forrester continues to reflect on Black British culture by
featuring contemporary examples of racial injustice. ‘Q’
(2022) directly references a racist incident in the UK
involving a fifteen-year-old Black schoolgirl who was
subjected to a strip-search by police in 2020. Forrester
paints ‘Child Q’ with a sense of reverence, prominently
positioning her in the centre of an empty nightclub. The
figure’s hands are placed delicately one on top of the other
and her clothes lay scattered on the floor. The foreboding
presence of three policemen suggests a poignant parallel
with one of Forrester’s most well-known works, ‘Three
Wicked Men’ (1982) - now in the collection of Tate, UK -
which was prompted by the death of his friend Winston
Rose whilst in police custody.

Forrester’s drawing practice began in earnest in the early
80s when he first took out his sketchbook in the nightclubs
that he frequented and drew at the bar - mostly in semi-
darkness - with hurried, expressive marks of pastel and
charcoal. Each sketch would be dictated by the length of the
record, roughly four minutes long, with each subsequent
drawing beginning and ending in sync with the changing
soundtrack.
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The artist’s drawings demonstrate the breadth of his
subjects including Italian architecture from his time in
Rome; gestural sketches of crocodiles at London Zoo made
while he was a student at the Royal College of Art; and
studies of form, colour, and composition. It is

these drawings that first came to inspire Forrester’s
paintings in the 80s and continue today to inform his
practice.

Forrester’s exhibition coincides with the artist’s two major
US solo shows in 2023 at Kemper Museum of
Contemporary Art, Kansas City in January and ICA Miami in
April.

Denzil Forrester

Born in Grenada in 1956, Denzil Forrester moved to London
in 1967. He now lives and works in Cornwall, UK. Forrester
received a BA in Fine Art from the Central School of Art,
London in 1979 and an MA in Fine Art from the Royal
College of Art, London in 1983. He was awarded the
decoration of Member of the Most Excellent Order of the
British Empire or MBE in December 2020. Forrester
received the Morley Fellowship from Morley College,
London in 2019; a Harkness Fellowship in New York in
1986-88; and a scholarship by the British School at Rome in
1983-85.

The artist’s work is currently included in the 58th Carnegie
International in Pittsburgh and ‘Forecast Form: Art in the
Caribbean Diaspora, 1990s-today’ at Museum of
Contemporary Art Chicago, Chicago, lllinois, USA. He was
awarded the 2021 South Bank Sky Arts Award for his solo
show ‘Itchin & Scratchin’, presented at Nottingham
Contemporary and Spike Island, Bristol (2020-2021).

In 2021, Forrester was included in landmark group
exhibitions ‘Life Between Islands: Caribbean-British Art 50s
- Now’ at Tate Britain, London and ‘Mixing It Up: Painting
Today’ at Hayward Gallery, London. A large-scale public
artwork by Forrester for Brixton Underground Station,
London was unveiled by Transport for London in September
2019.

Forrester’s works can be found in the collections of Tate,
UK; Arts Council Collection, UK; Government Art Collection,
UK and Long Museum, Shanghai, amongst many others. His
work has been exhibited internationally at venues including
The Studio Museum in Harlem, New York; Tate Britain,
London; Aishti Foundation, Lebanon; Ashmolean Museum,
Oxford; Tate St lves, Cornwall; Whitechapel Gallery, London;
Royal Academy of Arts, London; and Gallery of Modern Art,
Glasgow.

Stephen Friedman Gallery

Stephen Friedman Gallery represents exceptional artists
from around the world. Since its inauguration in 1995,
the gallery has been based in London on Old Burlington
Street, Mayfair with three spaces in which it hosts solo
and group exhibitions throughout the year. Additional
works can be viewed by appointment in private rooms
and office spaces. There is also a facility to exhibit
outdoor sculpture in a landscaped private garden.

The gallery will expand and relocate to neighbouring 5-6
Cork Street in the autumn of 2023. The new location,
which will be designed by award-winning London firm
David John Architects, will support the gallery’s
ambitious plans for growth.
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