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It’s been a big couple of weeks for Hank Willis Thomas. On September 13, he became one of 
four recipients of the 2023 Medal of Arts, a presFgious accolade created by the U.S. 
Department of State’s Art in Embassies program and awarded to him by Dr. Jill Biden. This week, 
he parFcipated in panels about the role of art in diplomacy and civic engagement at the 
Smithsonian’s NaFonal Museum of American History. Not incidentally, the museum is the first 
stop of the traveling exhibiFon “A More Perfect Union: American ArFsts and the Currents of Our 

https://www.surfacemag.com/articles/studio-visit-artist-hank-willis-thomas-for-freedoms-super-pac-presidential-election-2016/
https://americanhistory.si.edu/exhibitions/more-perfect-union-american-artists-currents-time
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Time.” ReinterpretaFons of Norman Rockwell’s New Deal–era Four Freedoms painFngs, created 
by the arFst collecFve and former super PAC For Freedoms (which Thomas helped co-found), 
will feature prominently in the show. Later this week, the Brooklyn-based arFst will celebrate his 
mother, the arFst, scholar, and MacArthur Fellow Deborah Willis, as the Smithsonian Museum 
of American Art unveils a room dedicated in her honor. 
 
“I’m just following in her footsteps,” Thomas said when congratulated by Surface for his week of 
recogniFon. In her remarks, Dr. Biden commended the arFst’s role in creaFng imagery that 
be^er embodies contemporary America. A conceptual arFst, Thomas enlists media including 
sculpture, photography and collage to pose quesFons of idenFty, history, and culture. Together 
with fellow arFsts and friends Eric Go^esman, Michelle Woo, and Wya^ Gallery, he co-founded 
For Freedoms in 2016, which employs creaFve expression as a mechanism for civic engagement. 
To many, Thomas’s idenFty as an arFst is inextricably linked to his idenFty as a co-founder of the 
organizaFon. “Dr. Biden dedicated the enFre opening of her speech to For Freedoms, the 
organizaFon, and the photos,” execuFve director Claudia Peña told Surface. “She was also 
honoring Hank, of course, but there’s so much overlap. Any Fme he’s being honored, For 
Freedoms ends up being menFoned.”  
 

 
 
At the same Fme, Thomas is hesitant to speak on behalf of For Freedoms, redirecFng a quesFon 
about how the State Department’s perspecFve of art as a “sod power tool” aligns with how For 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/12/lens/norman-rockwell-paintings-hank-willis-thomas-emily-schur-for-freedoms.html
https://www.surfacemag.com/articles/for-freedoms-eyes-on-iran-new-york-miami/
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Freedoms views its own work, to his fellow co-founders. To see a Cold War–era diplomaFc term 
used in such a modern and even liberal context might give some whiplash, but not to 
Go^esman. “Because culture is [now] so much a stronger power than it was when the term was 
created, art is the sharpest tool for cultural shid that we have,” Go^esman says. “It’s moved 
more towards hard power. It would be very difficult to find a diplomaFc mechanism or way that 
countries are interacFng with one another that doesn’t involve creaFve producFon.” 
Below, Thomas weighs in on legacy, arFsts as “the future of society,” and opFmism in the face of 
impending doom. 
 
In the past two weeks, the highest levels of leadership have facilitated conversa6ons about 
your work and For Freedoms on a na6onal scale. Do you feel like you’ve accomplished what 
you and your co-founders aspired to in 2016? 
 
In many ways we’ve exceeded our expectaFons, and also, we have a lot more work to do.  
 
How is there now more work to do? 
 
We started this project in 2015 and launched in 2016. A lot of the realiFes that are now familiar 
were unfathomable. It seems that we didn’t do enough, and that we have to work really hard to 
conFnue to elevate the conversaFon and complicate simplisFc narraFves that lead us to fall into 
traps of division and the revision of history. 
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Has anything changed—for beGer or worse—in the five years between when you, Emily Shur, 
Eric GoGesman and WyaG Gallery created that photo series reimagining Four Freedoms? 
 
What if I said: nothing? I tend to be an opFmist but also I am not a determinist. ObjecFvely, 
things are gejng be^er around the world in various ways, but the threat of imminent doom 
seems to overshadow that at every moment [laughs]. 
 
That is true. 
 
Good art asks quesFons and good design answers them. The quality of the quesFons impacts 
the quality of the answers, and if we look at arFsts as the quesFoners and lawmakers and 
poliFcians as the designers of our society, I’d say maybe we can just conFnue to ask be^er 
quesFons. 
 
The fact that we’re having the work in the collecFon of the U.S. government, and that we’re 
having the First Lady, Congresspeople, judges, and senators engaged with the work, as well as 
the millions of Americans who go to the Smithsonian, we believe that is a longer arc. Rarely 
does an artwork make its greatest lasFng impression in its first few years. What tends to be the 



 

Surface | September 22, 2023 

greatest art stands the test of Fme. It’s amazing that five years later, it seems like we’re just 
gejng started. As this seeps into the psyche and vision of America that the government is 
promoFng, the greater impact it will have. I’m excited to see that. 
 

 
 
When you co-founded For Freedoms, did any of this seem possible? 
 
To call oneself an arFst is to live in the realm of the impossible. Most of the things that we do on 
a daily basis are not imaginable to us moments before, so it felt like anything’s possible. 
 
Do you feel the First Lady’s word choice of “cultural diplomat” describes what you do? 
 
As an arFst, I see myself as a cultural diplomat. I don’t think we recognize that arFsts are 
important poliFcal figures in every society, and that most of what we know about past socieFes 
is through the art they led behind. Reason would suggest that we’re the future of our society. 
When I travel and make work—and oden my work is about the United States —I’m doing my 
part to tell some of the stories of our country: some of the triumphs, many of the struggles that 
we are yet to overcome, and have overcome. If we can do this without being damning or 
condemning, that is what every arFst or person who can say “I am,” should be doing.  
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The power of art and image is tremendous, and with Rockwell’s Four Freedoms, he agreed to 
adhere to the Saturday Evening Post’s policy of banning images of people of color unless they 
were depicted in servitude. Do you think about the legacy of those original pain6ngs? 
 
I’m not sure history will judge me as generously as the present does. Looking back, it’s easy to 
point fingers and criFque the way a person lived their life, or saw the world, within the context 
of the world that we can relate to. I do my best to Fme travel, but I try not to flap my wings too 
hard and really see it as a privilege to be able to look at that window and gain as much context 
as I can. I would hope that in 75 years, these images are anFquated and out of touch. That 
someone else will see them and be like, “Wait, this isn’t what we are. This is who we were then. 
Update that!” 
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Sept. 13 (UPI) -- First lady Jill Biden presented this year's 60th InternaGonal Medal of Arts 
awards at a White House ceremony Wednesday night to five arGsts who have promoted cultural 
diplomacy around the world. 
 
"For 60 years, the State Department has recognized the diplomaGc power of art, distribuGng 
works to American embassies and deploying over 200 U.S. arGsts as culture envoys to local 
communiGes," the first lady told the audience. 
 
The five recipients of this year's InternaGonal Medal of Arts awards -- presented by the State 
Department's Art in Embassies program -- are Tony Abeyta, a Diné contemporary arGst from a 
family of Navajo arGsts; Sheila Hicks, who has painted in Chile and documented archeological 
sites throughout South America; Robert Prui], who paints life-sized portraits of Black figures 
referencing hip hop and African arGsGc forms; Suling Wang, who is known for her large-scale, 
abstract painGngs; and Hank Willis Thomas, a conceptual arGst who focuses on perspecGve, 
idenGty, commodity, media and popular culture. 
 
"In embassies and ambassadors' residences in countries across the globe, the art of our five 
incredible medalists hangs on the walls. And as guests enter, their works are not only a 
declaraGon of who we are, they're an invitaGon to a conversaGon and an opening for 
connecGon," the first lady said. 
 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2023/09/13/remarks-by-first-lady-jill-biden-at-the-2023-international-medal-of-arts-ceremony/
https://art.state.gov/medal-of-arts/
https://twitter.com/ArtinEmbassies/status/1702065893407142080
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First Lady Jill Biden applauds as Deputy Secretary of the U.S. State Department Richard Verma awards Hank Willis 
Thomas a medal Wednesday during the 2023 InternaGonal Medal of Arts Ceremony in the East Room of the White 
House in Washington, D.C. The award, selected by the U.S. State Department as part of the Art in Embassies 
program, honors those who have aided in promoGng cultural diplomacy efforts worldwide. Photo by Bonnie 
Cash/UPIMore 
 
In addiGon to creaGng art, exhibited in embassies around the world, the arGsts have spent their 
Gme speaking at workshops and exhibiGons. 
 
"Each of our recipients today -- each of you -- has done our world a service," Biden added. "In 
other ciGes and other countries, you've woven more threads into that same tapestry of 
connecGon and fellowship. Because diplomacy isn't only about the government-to-government 
relaGonship; it's people to people, heart to heart." 
 
Each arGst was presented with a medal at the ceremony, as their works were displayed on a 
screen along with the embassies worldwide where their art can be enjoyed. 
 
"Art is about connecGon. Art is the evidence and expression of our humanity. And even when 
it's easy to get caught up in differences, art can unite us," Biden said. 
 
"ConnecGon is what diplomacy is all about." 
 



Hank Willis Thomas, "I've known rivers" (2023), with flashlight (all photos AX Mina/Hyperallergic)

LOS ANGELES — Over the past year, it’s been fascinating to learn about the sorts of things emerging in rivers that are drying up due to
climate change. Dinosaur tracks. Buddhist statues. Human remains. Rivers both carry and conceal. The poet Langston Hughes wrote
eloquently about their social significance in “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”:

Art  Reviews

Hank Willis Thomas Dives Into the Rivers of History
Using retroreflective material, the artist’s latest works look at the way that rivers both carry and conceal as a means of examining history.

AX Mina August 16, 2023

https://www.pacegallery.com/journal/explore-ive-known-rivers-with-hank-willis-thomas/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/drought-exposes-dinosaur-tracks-in-texas-180980647/
https://hyperallergic.com/756119/river-in-china-dries-up-revealing-600-year-old-buddhist-statues/
https://people.com/human-interest/human-remains-shipwreck-uncovered-mississippi-river-levels-drop-drought/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44428/the-negro-speaks-of-rivers
https://hyperallergic.com/category/art/
https://hyperallergic.com/tag/reviews/
https://hyperallergic.com/author/an/
https://hyperallergic.com/


I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy bosom turn all 

golden in the sunset.

I’ve known rivers:

Ancient, dusky rivers.

“I’ve seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset” is the title of a screen-printed and UV-printed retroreflective vinyl work by Hank Willis
Thomas. Each piece in I’ve Known Rivers, on view at Pace Gallery, is titled after a line from the beautiful Hughes poem, which was written in
1921. In “I’ve seen,” the view indeed looks muddy, an all black work apparently composed of interesting shapes and cutouts. Shine a flashlight at
eye level, though, and the work turns golden in the sunset, showing people wearing sunglasses, looking upward, smiling, young and old, in a rich
collage.

In “I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it,” a figure leans back, one hand supporting their head; in the background are a golden-
black river and dotted pyramids. A black sun shows through in the upper left-hand corner. Flash the light, and those rivers reveal another collage
of people, this time more obviously engaged in historic collective action, such as the US Civil Rights Movement. 

“I see myself as a visual cultural archaeologist,” Thomas noted of his work in a video statement about the installation. “And I’m often using
archival research as part of my art practice, so there are images from all of these massive collective movements where people often demonstrated
that they were human beings through showing up together and challenging the status quo.”

Hank Willis Thomas, “Iʼve known rivers” (2023), without flashlight

Part of the joy of these works is how they move in multiple layers. Even without a flashlight, pieces like those in the Ancient, dusky river series
represent the rich color-scapes of rivers, which shimmer and glow as they reflect the landscapes around them. In “My soul has grown deep like
the rivers,” a figure appears to rest in the lush blue waters off the bank. The enveloping natural light and open space of the gallery enhance the
vibrancy of these artworks, which stand on their own with this first layer alone. 

https://www.pacegallery.com/exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas-ive-known-rivers/
https://www.pacegallery.com/journal/explore-ive-known-rivers-with-hank-willis-thomas/


The retroreflective material, which beams light directly back to its source, makes the second layer of each piece visible only when you shine the
light near your eyes; just a little lower, and this layer’s details barely emerge. Online, the works appear as a binary — flashlight on or flashlight
off — but in person I found myself shining the light into different areas, as if searching a real body of water. While Thomas has engaged with
retroreflective materials for years, the river theme feels especially apropos, capturing the multifaceted nature of trying to look at and understand a
fluctuating body of water.

“We are taught history in a very linear way,” Thomas noted, “but the reality is that people have been moving around for millennia, and each
person has their own story. So there’s never a grand narrative about what happened.”

Hank Willis Thomas, “My soul has grown deep like the rivers” (2023), without flashlight



Hank Willis Thomas, “My soul has grown deep like the rivers” (2023), with flashlight

Hank Willis Thomas, “Iʼve seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset” (2023), without flashlight



Hank Willis Thomas, “Iʼve seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset” (2023), with flashlight

Close up of retroreflective surface



Installation view of Hank Willis Thomas: Iʼve Known Rivers at Pace Gallery, Los Angeles. Pictured: “Ancient, dusky river” (2023)

Hank Willis Thomas: I’ve Known Rivers continues at Pace Gallery Los Angeles (1201 South La Brea Avenue, Mid-Wilshire, Los Angeles)
through August 26. The exhibition was organized by the gallery.

© 2023 Hyperallergic.

https://www.pacegallery.com/exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas-ive-known-rivers/
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Duality, 2023, on view at The Underline's River Room in Miami. Image courtesy of Friends of the Underline. 
 
The V sign, more commonly known as the peace sign, has in the past century achieved a level of 
uber-ubiquity afforded to only the most universal of gestures. It’s rare to stop and think when 
someone flashes one, unless you’re from the U.K., Australia, or New Zealand and read it as 
offensive. But what happens if you sit with it? Hank Willis Thomas is bringing that question to 
Miami with the unveiling of his sculpture Duality as a permanent public installation at The 
Underline’s River Room. The Brooklyn-based conceptual artist has already embedded gestural 
monuments that find the universal in the specific, and vice-versa, in Boston and New York. To 
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mark Duality’s Miami debut, CULTURED called up Thomas to talk about the inspirations and 
aspirations behind the work. 

 
Image courtesy of Hank Willis Thomas. 

 
CULTURED: How are you feeling ahead of the unveiling of Duality? 

Hank Willis Thomas: I’m really excited to be able to present a work in Miami, where in many 
ways my career as a fine artist began. That’s where I had my first solo exhibition, my first 
collectors and, of course, I was in the exhibition, “30 Americans'' at the Rubell Museum, which 
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really changed my life. So going to South Florida and actually knowing that a work of mine will 
be on display there indefinitely is a pretty amazing homecoming experience. 

CULTURED: I can imagine! How are you thinking about Duality inscribing itself in Miami’s 
landscape? 

Thomas: I have really been focusing on spaces for public intimacy in my work over the past 
seven or eight years, and I feel like gesture and body is related to that. The symbol 
of Duality can be read in various ways depending on your cultural standing, your physical 
positioning, where you are in your life, or your historical knowledge. I love making work that 
can be interpreted in various ways but also appears to be addressing the viewer directly as an 
individual. At a time when public monuments have been contentious for the past decade, being 
able to make a public monument for the 21st century is really exciting. 

CULTURED: The word “duality” can mean so many things, especially in the context of the United 
States. What does it mean to you today? 

Thomas: It means flexibility, reflexivity, and multiplicity. I have really been challenged as an 
artist who studied photography to be aware of multiple perspectives, right? To not necessarily 
evaluate everything equally, but to acknowledge the multiplicity of anything that I’m supposed 
to be presenting. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, Duality (detail), 2023. Image courtesy of Thomas. 
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CULTURED: What kind of research about the peace sign was involved in the making of the 
work? 

Thomas: That’s really what led me to it. I forgot that it could be V for victory, or an offensive 
gesture, or an innocuous gesture. It can be a number. The way this sculpture is made is through 
3D scanning. I was interested in Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida and the notion of the 
“punctum,” which is the part of the photograph that sticks with you. There were so many 
moments and photographs where this gesture was used that pierced me as a viewer. I wanted 
to represent that through this work. 

CULTURED: What information or feeling do you want the public to carry away from 
seeing Duality? 

Thomas: I’ve come to learn the hard way that the intention of the artist is insignificant to the 
interpretation of the receiver. Whatever message I put out, the receiver has the power to 
interpret it on their own terms. Beyond that, I don’t believe that we have very many pictures 
or monuments to love, to peace, to community in our society. That is what I hope to do, to 
create a more balanced public display of values which aren’t just about heroes, men, or 
horses—which is who we’ve celebrated for the past 300 years in Western culture. For hopefully 
at least 300 years, people will be receiving and witnessing gestures like The Embrace, 
2022, Unity, 2019, and Duality that call us to believe in a more humane version of ourselves. 

Duality is on view at The Underline’s River Room in Miami starting today. 

 



 

The New York Times | January 31, 2023 

 
 

 
 
 



 

The New York Times | January 31, 2023 

 
 
By Kalia Richardson 
Published Jan. 31, 2023Updated Feb. 12, 2023 

A new work by the artist who recently unveiled a much-discussed sculpture of a hug between 
the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King will be displayed outside the Phoenix-
area stadium hosting the upcoming Super Bowl. 

The 10-foot-tall stainless steel sculpture by the artist, Hank Willis Thomas, shows an 
unidentified player’s extended arm reaching to catch a football. Titled “Opportunity 
(reflection),” it draws inspiration from his 2015 sculpture “Opportunity.” 

“The ball is a metaphor for the present moment and what we do with it,” Thomas said. “In 
team sports, it’s all about what the collective does with the present moment toward achieving 
a goal against sometimes unlikely and unseemly odds.” 

The sculpture was commissioned by the N.F.L. and will be displayed outside State Farm Stadium 
in Glendale, Ariz., on Feb. 12, the day the Philadelphia Eagles and the Kansas City Chiefs face off 
in Super Bowl LVII. (Fans can get an earlier view of the sculpture inside the Phoenix Convention 
Center; the work will later be on loan at the Arizona State University Art Museum.) 

In January, Thomas’s 19-ton bronze monument to the Kings — inspired by a photo of the 
couple after Dr. King won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 — was criticized and mocked online. 
Titled “The Embrace” and now a permanent fixture on Boston Common, the memorial features 
the Kings’ arms and does not show their faces, leading some observers to compare the pose to 
a sexual act. 

Seneca Scott, a cousin of Mrs. King, wrote an essay that described the work as “rather 
insulting.” But Thomas pointed out that the sculpture was meaningful to the Kings’ 
descendants, including Yolanda Renee King, the civil rights leader’s granddaughter, who called 
the work “love 360.” After the backlash, Martin Luther King III said on CNN that he was moved 
by the depiction of his parents. 

“I really felt like if it was just showing their faces, it would really ground in the past,” Thomas 
said, “where this piece is rooted in the past but is also about the present and with an eye 
toward the future.” 

Thomas, a Brooklyn-based conceptual artist, fused sports and identity into his work before 
producing “Opportunity (reflection)” for the Super Bowl. That work included “The New Black 
Aesthetic,” a quilted piece dedicated to basketball greats for last year’s N.B.A. All-Star 
Weekend, and “The Cotton Bowl,” which depicts a mirror image of a crouching college football 
player and a sharecropper picking cotton. 
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And a 22-foot bronze sculpture of an arm, “Unity,” located near the Brooklyn Bridge, echoes his 
2015 “Liberty” sculpture, which was inspired by a photo of a Harlem Globetrotter. 
 
Jonathan Beane, senior vice president and chief diversity and inclusion officer for the N.F.L., 
said that the league was looking to amplify Black voices, and that Thomas’s sculpture 
encapsulates the different emotions fans experience while watching football. 

“When I look at it, I say, ‘It’s also access, it’s also opportunity, it’s also success, it also could be 
failure, it could be hope, it could be struggle,’” Beane said. “There’s a lot in that image, and 
that’s what we’re about.” 

“Opportunity (reflection)” is part of Thomas’s “Punctum” series, which refers to the 
photographic theory by the French essayist Roland Barthes that describes how a detail in an 
image “pricks” or “bruises” a viewer’s subjectivity. 

The sculpture’s reflective surface resembles the Vince Lombardi Trophy given to winners of the 
Super Bowl, and the work will sit adjacent to the encased trophy on game day. Nicki Ewell, the 
N.F.L.’s senior director of events, says the mirrored surface allows the viewer to step into the 
scene of either a winning catch or a tough loss. 

Thomas welcomes football fans to form their own interpretations of his work. 

“You can’t do a monument to love or monument about opportunity that is in some way 
inspiration or hopeful without also confronting the adverse,” he said. 

 



"The Embrace" (2023) by Hank Willis Thomas at the Boston Common (photo by Skanska, courtesy Jack Shainman
Gallery)

A new public memorial by Hank Willis Thomas honors the love and sacrifices of Coretta Scott King and
Martin Luther King Jr. in the city where they first met.

On Friday, January 13, the Boston Common — which is the nation’s oldest public park — unveiled its first
permanent memorial in 60 years, titled “The Embrace” (2023). The 22-foot-tall bronze sculpture shows King

Art

Hank Willis Thomas Memorializes MLK and Coretta Scott
King’s Love
The sculptural tribute was installed in a Boston park, the city where the couple first met.

Billie Anania January 15, 2023

https://www.embraceboston.org/memorial
https://hyperallergic.com/category/art/
https://hyperallergic.com/author/billie-anania/
https://hyperallergic.com/


and Scott’s arms intertwined in a hug, which Thomas based on a 1964 photograph of the moment they learned
that King won the Nobel Peace Prize. Rather than recreate the entire scene, Thomas isolated their points of
contact, leaving space for visitors to stand within.

A collaboration with MASS Design Group, Walla Walla Foundry, and the local nonprofit Embrace Boston, the
rounded sculpture at Boston Common commemorates not just King’s political contributions but Scott’s often
underappreciated role in the Civil Rights movement. 

In an interview with local news, Embrace Boston Executive Director Imari Paris Jeffries emphasized Scott’s
invaluable role in solidifying King’s legacy.

“Mrs. King is on the bottom of the hug, and you could see the joy and the love in the photo, but you could see
Mrs. King literally holding the weight of Dr. King in her arms,” Jeffries said. “And it also speaks to the power
of Black women and women in general, being the anchors and the keepers of movements in this country.”

An alternative view of the new public sculpture (photo by Skanska, courtesy Jack Shainman Gallery)

https://www.wbur.org/news/2023/01/12/a-representation-of-vulnerability-and-security-memorial-honoring-the-kings-opens-on-boston-common


Scott and King both grew up in the South, but they first met in the early 1950s while respectively attending
the New England Conservatory of Music and Boston University. Scott claimed that on their first date, King
said he planned to “kill Jim Crow,” and the couple married in Alabama just 16 months later. 

In 1955, in the aftermath of the Selma march, King returned to Massachusetts to lead 20,000 people from the
city of Roxbury to the Boston Common, which became the first Civil Rights march in the Northeast; that
same year, the Federal Bureau of Investigation began its surveillance of King that persisted until his
assassination in April 1968. During his last trip to Boston, he gave an impassioned speech at Ford Hall
claiming that the “estrangement of the races in the North can be as devastating as the segregation of the races
in the South.”

In his first book, Stride Toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story, King praised Coretta Scott for providing
the “love, sacrifices, and loyalty [without which] neither life nor work would bring fulfillment.” Mere weeks
after his death, she stood in for her late husband at anti-Vietnam War rallies and helped launch the Poor
People’s Campaign. In the years following, she founded the King Center for Nonviolent Social Change and
headed a coalition to establish a national holiday in his name. Scott died in 2006.

At the “Embrace” unveiling ceremony on Friday afternoon, surviving members of the King family gave
speeches alongside Massachusetts Rep. Ayanna Pressley, Boston Mayor Michelle Wu, Governor Maura
Healey, and a land acknowledgment from Massachusett Ponkapoag elder Elizabeth Solomon. Rev. Liz Walker
of Embrace Boston detailed her childhood experience attending one of King’s speeches in Little Rock,
Arkansas.

“I will never forget the electricity of that moment, when ordinary people felt inspired to take extraordinary
measures in the name of love,” Walker said.

https://www.bostonmagazine.com/news/2021/01/15/martin-luther-king-coretta-scott-love-story/
https://www.boston.gov/news/black-history-boston-martin-luther-king-jr-marches-roxbury
https://www.bostonusa.com/blog/post/martin-luther-king-jrs-second-home-boston-massachusetts/
http://www.beacon.org/Stride-Toward-Freedom-P803.aspx
https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/corettascottkingvietnamcommandments.htm
https://publicseminar.org/essays/i-was-called-too-coretta-scott-king/
https://thekingcenter.org/about-tkc/about-mrs-king/
https://www.nbcboston.com/community/embrace-boston/watch-live-unveiling-of-the-embrace-jan-13-from-12-3-p-m-on-nbc10-boston/2938414/


Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Coretta Scott King in 1965 (via Wikimedia Commons)

King and Scott’s son- and daughter-in-law, Martin Luther King III and Andrea Waters King, spoke alongside
their daughter Yolanda Renee King, the late couple’s only granddaughter. 

“They both loved this city because of its proud heritage as a hotbed of the abolitionist movement, and its
unique intellectual and educational resources,” Martin Luther King III said. “And indeed, Boston became the
place where they forged a partnership that would change America and make a powerful contribution to the
Black freedom struggle. That is what I see in this beautiful monument.”

“I feel that they are somehow with me, that our spirits are joined in the quest for a just, loving, and peaceful
world,” Renee King said. “There is a sense in which we are all children and grandchildren of Martin Luther
and Coretta Scott King, and we are all challenged to carry forth their unfinished work. This monument is
almost like love 360, because we all really need more love in this world.”

© 2023 Hyperallergic.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aankomsten,_mensenrechten,_Scott-King,_Coretta,_Bestanddeelnr_918-3369.jpg
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In celebration of Martin Luther King Jr. Day, the city of Boston has unveiled its 
newest monument, a Hank Willis Thomas sculpture that now sits on the grounds of 
Boston Common, the nation’s oldest public park. 

Titled The Embrace, the bronze statue is a pair of larger-than-life interlocking 
arms, inspired by a photo of King and his wife, Coretta Scott King, hugging after he 
won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. Representing the mutual love and support that 
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made the Kings’ activism possible, it is 40 feet wide and 20 feet tall—about two 
stories high—and weighs 38,000 pounds. 

Cast in 609 pieces from a 3D-printed model at the Walla Walla Foundry in 
Washington state, the massive work was fabricated, transported across the 
country, and installed in Boston against all odds. 

“This was not supposed to happen—literally, there was a global pandemic in the 
middle of us trying to do a piece called Embrace,” Thomas said during the opening 
ceremony for the monument, which has been in the works since 2016. (His design, 
with MASS Design Group, was selected from 125 proposals.) 

 
Hank Willis Thomas, The Embrace  in the new 1965 Freedom Plaza by design firm MASS Design 

Group at Boston Common. Photo courtesy of the artist.  
 

A leader in the civil rights movement known for his nonviolent activism, civil 
disobedience, and powerful speechmaking, King was assassinated in April 1968. In 
recognition of his birthday, January 15 has been celebrated as a federal holiday on 
the third Monday of every year since 1986. He would have been 94 this year. 

But the new memorial also highlights the contributions of Coretta Scott King to the 
civil rights Movement—which she was involved in prior to meeting her husband, 
and remained a leader of after his untimely death. 
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The city of Boston is an important part of the Kings’ family history, as they met 
there as students in 1952, just a year before their marriage. King returned in April 
1965, addressing a joint session of the Massachusetts legislature about the 
importance of desegregation. The next day, he gave a speech at a Freedom Rally on 
Boston Common, after leading some 22,000 activists in a civil rights march from 
nearby Roxbury. 

 
Hank Willis Thomas, The Embrace  in the new 1965 Freedom Plaza by design firm MASS Design 

Group at Boston Common. Photo courtesy of the artist. 
 

“Little did I imagine that such a day was possible when I walked through this same 
Boston Common as a student 10 years ago,” King told the crowd. “This will go 
down as one of the greatest days that Boston has ever seen.” 

That history was honored today at an over-two-hour event marking the installation 
of The Embrace, which sits at the center of the new 1965 Freedom Plaza, designed 
by MASS Design Group. The floor features bronze name plates amid the titles 
honoring 69 local civil rights leaders, nominated by community members. 

The city of Boston hopes the work will become a major tourist attraction akin to 
the Statue of Liberty, with Massachusetts Congresswoman Ayanna Pressley telling 
the assembled crown that people will travel from all over the world to pay tribute 
to the Kings and see the “profound work of art—like their love, a masterpiece.” 
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Hank Willis Thomas, The Embrace  in the new 1965 Freedom Plaza by design firm MASS Design 

Group at Boston Commons. Photo courtesy of the artist.  
 

The program featured speeches by dignitaries Boston Mayor Michelle Wu, 
Massachusetts Governor Maura Healey, and former Governor Deval Patrick, as well 
as Imari Paris Jeffries, executive director of Embrace Boston, the nonprofit that 
spearheaded the $10.5 million project—he spoke with tears in his eyes, overcome 
by the moment. 

But it was King’s only granddaughter, 14-year-old Yolanda Renee King, who stole 
the show, speaking after her parents, Martin Luther King III and Arndrea Waters 
King. Clearly an impressive young orator in the making, Yolanda was unruffled even 
when the wind nearly blew away the notes of her prepared speech. 

And when NBC10 Boston anchor and the event’s master of ceremonies Latoyia 
Edwards asked the young girl to tell the crowd more about herself, Yolanda spoke 
off the cuff in impassioned tones about continuing her grandparents’ work striving 
for justice no matter what, and praised the statue memorializing their legacy. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, The Embrace  in the new 1965 Freedom Plaza by design firm MASS Design 

Group at Boston Common. Photo courtesy of the artist.  
 

“This is almost like love 360, because this monument is dedicated to their love, 
and we really need more love in this world,” Yolanda said. 

Thomas agreed, embracing—pun intended—Love 360 as an alternative title for the 
work, which allows viewers to stand inside the arms, as if encircled by a hug. He 
hopes the monument will be seen a manifestation of the Kings’ love and the power 
of that emotion. It is also a visible symbol of the Black experience and Black joy, 
despite generations of struggle faced by the Black community. 

“It’s really about the capacity for each of us to be enveloped in love,” Thomas said. 

A group show of Hank Willis Thomas’s art collective, For Freedoms, “Let Love Quiet 
Fear” is on view of Praise Shadows Art Gallery, 313A Harvard Street, Brookline, 
January 12–February 12, 2023. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, installation view of The Embrace at Boston Common, 2023. Courtesy of the artist. 

 
On a winter afternoon in 1952, a love story began when Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta 
Scott King took a stroll in Boston Common. More than a decade after this fateful first date, Dr. 
King returned to the Common to address the over 22,000 people who marched with him from 
Boston’s Roxbury neighborhood. This January 13th, some 70 years after Martin and Coretta’s 
stroll, the park will be christened with a monument attesting to the love this couple shared with 
each other—and with the world itself. 
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Titled The Embrace, the 20-foot-tall sculpture was designed by artist Hank Willis Thomas in 
collaboration with MASS Design Group, and stands in the new 1965 Freedom Rally Memorial 
Plaza, which is named as an homage to Dr. King’s aforementioned speech at the Common. The 
site is a historically loaded one: It neighbors the Crispus Attucks Monument, dedicated to the 
Black man who was the first American killed in the American Revolution during the Boston 
Massacre, as well as the memorial to Boston abolitionist Robert Gould Shaw and the 54th 
Massachusetts Regiment, one of the first Black regiments to fight in the Civil War. Boston 
Common, the oldest public park in the U.S., remains a locale where people gather for protests 
and rallies. 

 

 
Hank Willis Thomas, installation view of The Embrace at Boston Common, 2023. Courtesy of the artist. 

The story of Thomas’s sculpture began in 2017 when the artist submitted a proposal to a 
competition sponsored by the nonprofit King Boston (now called Embrace Boston), which led 
efforts to install a memorial honoring the Kings. While monuments to Dr. King are numerous—
he is the fourth-most monumentalized figure in the U.S., according to Monument Lab—this is 
the first dedicated to the couple, a sentiment that animated Thomas. “It was really through the 
choices that they made together and the embracing of each other that we today are kind of 
living in the ripple effect of their love,” Thomas said during a studio visit in December 2022. 

Like much of Thomas’s sculptural work, The Embrace sprang from a photograph. After extensive 
research into images of the Kings, Thomas landed on one of relative obscurity. In it, Martin and 
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Coretta are pictured in a moment of tender celebration after the former was awarded the 1964 
Nobel Peace Prize. The two stand enfolded in one another, their facial expressions a mixture of 
joy, pride, and love. 

 

 
Hank Willis Thomas, detail of The Embrace at Boston Common, 2023. Courtesy of the artist. 

 
Thomas boils this moment down to its affective essence—the tangle of the couple’s embracing 
arms, a bold gesture towards recognizing that, at the foundation of the Kings’ politics, was a 
decentering of the individual and an affirmation of the all. While The Embrace honors the Kings 
specifically, the absence of their faces makes room for the broader ideas that their legacy holds. 
“I want to acknowledge them in the work but also wanted to make something that was 
universal,” Thomas said. 

As such, The Embrace teeters between figuration and abstraction, between the two individuals 
it memorializes and the power of their collective vision. This ethos surfaces again in the 
pathways leading to the Freedom Rally Memorial Plaza, which are inscribed with names of 
people who participated in the Boston civil rights movement. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, installation view of The Embrace at Boston Common, 2023. Courtesy of the artist. 

 
In its very form, The Embrace suggests the possibility of a universal love, or what Dr. King might 
have called “worldwide fellowship”: It is quite literally all-embracing. Unlike most monuments, 
it does not assume authority over its viewers, but rather welcomes us into its fold. We can also 
inhabit it, living in its embrace. For Thomas, who described the sculpture as an “eternal 
message, an infinity loop,” The Embrace not only invites us to be inside it, but also to be moved 
by it, to participate in the values that it embodies. 

“I feel like this piece is a call to action,” Thomas mused. “Love is a verb. And so when people 
walk into The Embrace, I want them to be called to action, perhaps to embrace one another.” 
While the work is a memorial to activists of the past, it is also very much a living vessel of 
interrelation—an active site for envisioning the future of loving mutuality that the Kings so 
resolutely committed themselves to. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, detail of The Embrace at Boston Common, 2023. Courtesy of the artist. 

 
As a monument to these possibilities of tender insurgency, The Embrace is powerful on its own 
terms. But its importance is thrown into sharp relief when read against the history of 
monuments in this country, where sculptures in celebration of violent people and ideas seem 
ubiquitous. “Most of the monuments all over the country are monuments to heroes of war or 
victims of war,” Thomas remarked. “There are very few peace monuments and there are even 
fewer love monuments.” 

In a country where monuments are so often linked to iconographies of violence, and in a time 
when they remain a topic of contestation, The Embrace is not only a refreshing counterpoint. It 
is also a provocation towards refiguring what defines the power of the monument—a 
reparative offering that asks what might shift in our cultural norms when we create monuments 
to love. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, detail of The Embrace at Boston Common, 2023. Courtesy of the artist. 

 
During my interview with Thomas, he paused mid-sentence to share the last three pages from 
Dr. King’s final book, Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? (1967), published the 
year before his assassination. Thomas and I dwelled in particular on the opening lines of the last 
paragraph, in which King names love in the present as the force that will sustain us in the 
future: “We are now faced with the fact that tomorrow is today. We are confronted with the 
fierce urgency of now.” 

The Embrace echoes King’s prophetic poiesis. It offers an ethic to live by today, and as it lives 
into the future, it will continue to tell of the urgency of love now, tomorrow, and in the eternal 
afterlife of that which the Kings—and all those whom they moved and were moved by—knew 
was possible. 
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Hank Willis Thomas Sees His Art as a Call to “Loving Action” 
With a major new show, the artist continues to confront today's most divisive 

issues—violence, racism, polarization—in hopes of inspiring mutual 
understanding and positive solutions. 

 

 
 

Artist Hank Willis Thomas at his Brooklyn studio. His show “Everything We See Hides Another Thing” opens September 8 at  
Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City. 

 
Throughout the summer, drivers on Long Island’s Route 27 between Southampton and Water Mill have been passing the 
words “Remember Me” emblazoned in large neon script across the side of the Parrish Art Museum. A yearlong installation 
by the artist Hank Willis Thomas, those two words radiate with a sense of profound, if uncertain, meaning. Are they a 
plea? A provocation? An exhortation? 
 
Maybe the answer is all of those things and more, suggests the Brooklyn-based Thomas, 46, who spends a lot of time 
thinking about the potency and relative truth of words, symbols, gestures and images. The source material for the Parrish 
piece was an old postcard with a picture of a young rifle-carrying Black man in a hat worn by the 19th-century U.S. cavalry 
regiments known as the Buffalo Soldiers. “Remember me” was scrawled on the back. The fact that the phrase was 
handwritten “personifies it, activates it,” says Thomas. “We all want to be acknowledged and remembered.” 
 
Remembering, in many ways, is the core of Thomas’s art. Trained as a photographer, he has spent much of his career 
mining advertising, sports and pop culture images as well as documentary photos of protest, especially from the Civil 
Rights era. By incorporating these images into his work, Thomas reframes often overlooked historical narratives and 
highlights their intersections with contemporary issues of race, freedom and justice. 
 



“In these extremely fractured times, Hank Willis Thomas is an invaluable convener of people and ideas, with a genuine 
desire to connect and foster dialogue, always with an eye to a path forward,” says Parrish curator Corinne Erni, who 
oversaw Thomas’s facade commission. She also worked with him to organize Another Justice: US Is Them, on view at 
the museum through early November. The exhibition features works by Thomas and 11 of his collaborators in the For 
Freedoms initiative, which he co-founded in 2016. A forum for artists to participate in public discourse, For Freedoms 
continues to expand its outreach and mission, which has extra resonance in this midterm season. 
 

 
 

The flash version of the 2021 piece “Freedom Riders on Colors for a Large Wall,” left, next to a falling-figure retroreflective work. 
 

In addition to the Parrish exhibition, Thomas’s New York gallerist, Jack Shainman, is turning over both of his Chelsea 
spaces to a show of recent work, opening September 8, and the artist is finishing multiple public art projects, including a 
memorial on Boston Common to Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King. 
 
“What I love about his work is, on the one hand, it punches you in the gut, and on the other hand, it’s very forward-
thinking,” says Shainman, who has worked with Thomas for nearly 20 years. “Hank is an optimist, I do believe.” 
 
That optimism is reflected in the artist’s sculpture for the King memorial, The Embrace, a 20-foot-high circular bronze that 
depicts the Kings’ arms intertwined, based on a detail from a photograph of the couple embracing after he was awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. The monument is slated to be officially unveiled in January 2023, on Martin Luther King Jr. 
Day. 

 

 
 

Models and 3-D prints for various works, along with the stainless-steel sculpture “Everything We See Hides Another Thing” (2021) and a small bronze 
model for “The Embrace.” The backdrop is part of “Out (Blue)” (2022), made from old prison uniforms. 

 



Created with MASS Design Group, Thomas’s frequent collaborators, the memorial is literal and specific in its references—
honoring the Kings’ commitment to their social justice work and to each other—but at the same time, the gesture is 
abstract and universal. “Not everyone can hug, but I’m pretty sure everyone has been hugged,” says Thomas. The design 
encourages visitors to walk into the center of the memorial, where an oculus opens to the sky above, “and they will be in 
the heart of the embrace,” the artist says. He likes to imagine the work as “the largest monument to love in the United 
States of America.” 
 
Composed of some 600 pieces that were first 3-D printed before being cast in bronze, The Embrace is being fabricated at 
the Walla Walla Foundry in Washington state, where it will be welded into five segments and shipped across the country. 
The granite plaza beneath it will take the form of a labyrinth, or peace walk, designed with elements of African-American 
quilt patterns as well as plaques inscribed with the names of 65 local Civil Rights activists, all of whom participated in the 
Kings’ 20,000-strong march from Roxbury to Boston Common in 1965. 
 
“Our proposal was to say, hey, what if we make this plaza its own memorial…to the ’65 march and elevate some of the 
unsung heroes of that period, the foot soldiers, the people locally who fought for economic and social justice,” says MASS 
Design founder and executive director Michael Murphy. “This could be a catalyst for something bigger and not just 
something frozen in time, not just one story, but the beginning of hundreds of stories that we have yet to fully find out.” 
Murphy, who also worked with Thomas on the Gun Violence Memorial Project currently at the National Building Museum 
in Washington, D.C., adds that “one of Hank’s strengths is not just understanding how to tell stories but also demanding 
that we ask of those stories something greater than ourselves.” 
 
“What I love about his work is, on the one hand, it punches you in the gut, and on the other hand, it’s very 
forward-thinking.” 
— Jack Shainman 
 
A five-foot-high version of The Embrace is included in the Shainman show, which is on view through the end of October, 
alongside several other sculptures and some of Thomas’s largest so-called retroreflectives to date. Printed on 
retroreflective vinyl, these works feature photographs—mostly historical—overlaid with washes of color, graphic patterns 
or painterly marks that partially obscure the primary image. Thomas plays with the fact that retroreflective surfaces appear 
most clearly in bright light. (Think car headlights on a stop sign.) What observers can see shifts as they move around the 
work, with the latent image only fully revealed by using a phone’s camera flash or flashlight held near one’s chin. 
 
“Part of what I’m fascinated by with this work is that the viewer is constantly aware of their positioning and their orientation 
towards what they’re looking at,” says Thomas. “There’s a lot of passive viewing in photography, but in this case, the 
viewer becomes a photographer in a sense, using flash photography to actually make the picture.” 
 
Some of the new retroreflectives combine Civil Rights protest images with references to celebrated artists of the era. In 
one, portraits of Freedom Riders emerge from the squares of an Ellsworth Kelly–style color grid. Another features a photo 
of Malcolm X beneath a re-creation of Roy Lichtenstein’s Mirror #2 (Six Panels), a work that was itself playing with visual 
representation and illusion. “I’m thinking a lot about these masters of art who figured out visual language graphically but 
have often left content wanting to be implemented,” says Thomas. “I’ve tried in my own way to take content that I was 
interested in and mixing that into these.” 
 
Thomas also explores more recent politically charged imagery, superimposing a TV color bar pattern on a photo of the 
January 6 riots at the Capitol. He notes that without context, isolated images from that day can be hard to distinguish from 
other historical protests. “I’ve been fascinated with this concept of what gets people out of their houses to come together 
for something that they believe,” he says, “carrying symbols and signs to let the world know that they want to be seen.” 
 
Most of Thomas’s new sculptures in bronze and stainless steel continue his exploration of gesture, depicting arms and 
hands variously clasping, grasping, reaching or, in one case, giving a peace sign. That work, titled Duality, is something of 
a corollary to his well-known sculpture Unity, a 22-foot bronze arm with the index finger pointing skyward that was 
permanently installed at the foot of the Brooklyn Bridge in 2019. 



 
 

. Thomas with a model of “The Embrace,” a sculpture memorializing Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King. 
 
The show at Shainman also includes a small-scale version of a commission Thomas created in collaboration with artist 
Coby Kennedy for Chicago O’Hare International Airport. The 49.5-foot-long work, Reach, features a pair of arms 
extending toward each other, their hands about to touch. It will be installed in the airport’s parking and car rental center. 
“The desire to connect with another is definitely a running theme,” Thomas says. 
 
Perhaps no body of work is more personal to the artist than his series Falling Stars, which was inspired by the death of his 
cousin Songha Willis, a close friend and mentor who was killed in a shooting in 2000. Oversize flags embroidered with 
thousands of stars—one for every person murdered by guns in the U.S. in a particular year—are hung from a wall, 
cascading onto the floor below. The three in the current show represent 2018 (14,916 deaths), 2019 (15,433) and 2021 
(20,923). 
 
“We have computer chips that can connect us with everyone across the world, but we can’t stop killing each other. That’s 
probably a crisis of imagination, and that’s where I think art plays a role,” says Thomas. “Say what you want about the 
power or impact of art at a gallery, but it is part of my attempt to bear witness, to call into loving action, and also to look 
sternly at who we are and ask the question of what do we truly represent?” 
 
Ask Thomas for his take on the grim mood in the U.S., with polls indicating that a majority of Americans, regardless of 
political affiliation, believe things are heading in the wrong direction, and he doesn’t hesitate. “The polls don’t ask the 
important follow-up question, which is, What are you going to do about it?” he says. “Are you going to keep demonizing 
people who you disagree with? Are you going to just huddle and try to protect your little version of your safe community, 
or are you going to actually try to become an active participant in enhancing the things that you care about?” 
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In 1943, the painter-illustrator Norman Rockwell created a series of paintings to 
illustrate the aspirational “Four Freedoms” defined by President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
in his 1941 State of the Union Address: freedom of speech and of worship; freedom from 
want and from fear. Rockwell’s painting, Freedom from Want (1943), today referred to 
as the “Rockwell Thanksgiving,” portrays a stereotypical gathering of smiley white kin  
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gathered around a table set with fine linen, china, silver, and a succulent turkey. There is 
no want. Fast forward to 2016, when a coalition of artists, academics, and organizers, 
including Hank Willis Thomas, founded the organization For Freedoms, the title riffing 
on Rockwell’s mid-twentieth century portrayals of mostly white entitlements. For 
Freedoms aspires to engage the arts as a means of helping people reconsider how we as 
a people view and mete out justice. It’s a huge sweeping mission, but one that the 
exhibition, Another Justice: US is Them—Hank Willis Thomas & For Freedoms (US 
refers to the United States) manages to distill to intimate size and scale. 
 
The twelve artists in this show summon humor, irony, and sensitivity to encourage 
viewers to rethink the self-serving interpretations of American justice that have so 
unjustly reigned throughout our history. They do so by quietly tapping into personal 
perspectives and cultural prejudices, their messaging more oblique than explicit. There 
is, for example, a 55-foot neon sculpture reading “Remember Me” spanning the 
museum’s exterior southern wall. The signage sends an enigmatic message to drivers-by 
who, if they visit the exhibition, will learn that these words and script replicate a hand-
written note on the back of a vintage WWI postcard. The postcard bears the portrait of a 
Black soldier holding a rifle and sporting an American flag on a hat associated with the 
Buffalo Soldiers—a Black cavalry US Army regiment begun in 1866. Thomas 
immortalizes this otherwise anonymous soldier by transferring the postcard photograph 
onto a UV print, titled Remember Me (Amérique Forms in Space) (2022), one of several 
multi-media “flags” by Thomas featured in this exhibition. Each flag deconstructs the 
iconic American banner we more typically see waving in the breeze: 
In Freedom (2021), Thomas reconfigures the flag’s horizontal red and white stripes into 
a labyrinth that spells out the word “Freedom”; in Imaginary Lines (2021), a 
progression of vertical red and white stripes suggest prison bars. As these works conflate 
the American flag with symbols of confinement and anonymity, so do they expand the 
meaning of the refrain “Remember Me,” letting it refer to the hopeless fate of 
incarcerated prisoners, most of them people of color. 
 

Kambui Olujimi also deals with the way America’s racially disproportionate 
incarceration rate marginalizes the magnitude of white responsibility for violent crime. 
He upends the whitewash in a moving series of monochromatic ink drawings titled 
“Redshift” (2018). These depict the likenesses of white Americans—John Wilkes Booth, 
Lee Harvey Oswald, and John Hinckley Jr. among them—who with some success sought 
to assassinate American Presidents. Exhibition curator Corinne Erni intersperses these 
assassin portraits with Olujimi’s more recent renderings of the January 6, 2021 
insurrection, and with his portraits of Republican election deniers advocating the 
overturn of the 2020 election. Like Thomas’s flags, Olujimi’s minimalist imagery 
effectively damns a tradition of media coverage that consistently diminishes white 
responsibility for crime and violence. 
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Zoë Buckman and Joiri Minaya deal with gender injustice, both artists choosing fabric 
to metaphorically merge medium and meaning. Referencing “women’s work,” as well as 
conflicting perceptions of female fragility, vulnerability, and vengeance, Buckman 
embroiders on delicate vintage fabrics, foils for the sharp sting of a needle piercing 
fabric, something we viscerally feel in works such as Rose’s boat (2022), a self-portrait 
sewn on a lace doily. Buckman’s scraggly threads of “hair” seem pulled from the surface, 
her eyelashes and facial lines aggressively stitched. Meanwhile, Minaya’s Away from 
Prying Eyes (2020) grapples with the eroticization of the Caribbean female body, 
equating the hot, lush, and untamed jungle with female sexuality. Minaya’s photographs 
chronicle performances in which she dons a landscape-patterned bodysuit and then 
struggles to escape from it. This shedding of her superimposed “skin,” photographed 
against a background of tropical floral wallpaper, expresses her determination to 
liberate herself from an ethnocentric idealization of femininity. 

US is Them literally homes in on the theme of injustice as an endemic condition rooted 
in early American history. Just a casual stroll around the open windswept fields of The 
Parrish Art Museum reminds us that this building, like most all East End, Long Island 
architecture, whether public or private, sits on land stolen from Indigenous people by 
white seventeenth century settlers. The exhibit activates this history with a series of 
digital posters intermittently flashing on one of a pair of controversial six-story 
illuminated advertising billboards, monuments that the Shinnecock Indian Nation 
erected in 2019 on a small remaining patch of their land. These enormous towers flank 
the east and west lanes of Sunrise Highway, the main conduit through a string of 
upscale Hampton hamlets that runs past the famed Shinnecock Golf Course, a site built 
over ancient Indigenous burial grounds. Many consider the monuments’ size, design, 
and continuous beaming of commercial advertising—an important source of revenue for 
the Nation—as “out of character” with the Hamptons’ aesthetic. 

Though a thread of poetic justice runs through the Nation’s successful perseverance 
during this controversy, a more significant triumph lies in the collaboration between the 
museum and the For Freedoms Landback Public Art Initiative. Four artists—Jeremy 
Dennis, Jeffrey Gibson, Koyoltzintli Miranda-Rivadeneira, and Marie Watt—have each 
created a digital poster supportive of the rights of Indigenous people, now displayed on 
a Shinnecock billboard. It is this kind of partnership that affirms the power of art to 
raise our consciousness as we reflect on our perceptions of justice. 
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“Freedom of speech, freedom of worship, the freedom from want and the freedom from fear.” 
These are the four freedoms President Franklin D. Roosevelt outlined in his historical 1941 State 
of the Union Address, as the United States prepared to aid Britain in a second World War that 
was steadily unfolding. For the Saturday Evening Post, artist Norman Rockwell interpreted the 
speech with a series of paintings showing everyday Americans embodying liberation. 
 
Seventy years later, with that dream so far from reality for so many in the US, artists Hank Willis 
Thomas, Eric Gottesman, Michelle Woo and Wyatt Gallery have formed an artist collective 
called For Freedoms, an art-led civic organization “that centers art and creativity as a catalyst 
for transformative connection and collective liberation.” Their interpretation of Roosevelt’s 
vision outlines “justice, listening, healing and awakening” as the freedoms demanded by our 
modern social and political climate. 
 
For Freedom’s latest offering is an exhibition at The Parrish Art Museum in Water Mill, New 
York, titled Another Justice: US is Them. Curated by Hank Willis Thomas, it runs through 
November 6th. Last week, the museum partnered with global arts club The Cultivist and 
Chantecaille for an afternoon tour, inviting viewers to meditate on what justice must look like 
in this time of upheaval. It was led by Zoe Buckman, one of the featured artists whose work is 
shown alongside Hank, Pamela Council, Jeremy Dennis, Jeffery Gibson, Eric Gottesman, 
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Christine Sun Kim, Muna Malik, Joiri Minaya, Koyoltzintli Miranda-Rivadeneira, Kambul Olujimi 
and Marie Watt. 
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Part of a larger campaign by For Freedoms called ‘Another Justice: By Any Medium Necessary,’ 
the show spans both the Parrish galleries, and the museum grounds — showcasing a piece of 
Hank’s installed on the side of the building that reads ‘Remember Me’ in bold neon lights. 
 
Within the galleries, highlights include Zoe’s embroidery work complicating feminism and 
sexual violence, Kambul’s watercolors of presidential assassins, textile works by Hank that 
reimagine the American flag, Christine’s wall paintings uplifting American Sign Language and 
sculptures by Pamela exploring her family ancestry. 
 
The Indigenous artists of the group collaborated on a series of 62-foot digital billboards on the 
Shinnecock Monuments on Sunrise Highway, which also serve as an extension of the show. 
Most of these works were created for the exhibition, and all of these artists will be participating 
in a residency at the nearby Watermill Center, aligned with public programming and town halls 
with local community members around justice and equity. Their main aim is to actively bring 
the show’s message out into the community. 
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Back in 2016, as the country’s political divide cratered into an abyss against the backdrop of a bitter 
presidential contest, a quartet of art-world friends came together to found For Freedoms. Playing on 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s famed “Four Freedoms” speech and Norman Rockwell’s subsequent series 
of oil paintings celebrating the freedoms of speech and worship and freedoms from want and fear, the 
collective sought to promote more civic—and civil—engagement via art. 
 
For Freedoms continued its mission through another election cycle, and now one of the founders, 
conceptual artist Hank Willis Thomas, has co-curated Another Justice: US Is Them, an exhibition at the 
Parrish Art Museum in Water Mill, NY, on view until November 6. “We believe artists often are on the 
forefront of critical thought in our society and are the ones who introduce us to ideas and concepts that 
we might otherwise be averse to,” Thomas says. “This exhibition is just the beginning of that 
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conversation. We say good art asks questions and good design answers them, and the quality of 
questions dictates the quality of the answers.” 
 

 
 
The artworks span from sculptures and paintings to prints and photographs, and the exhibition even 
extends beyond the Parrish campus to the Shinnecock Monuments, 62-foot-tall electronic billboards 
owned by the Shinnecock Indian Nation on its ancestral land along what is now Sunrise Highway, where 
the work of several Indigenous artists, including Jeremy Dennis, Jeffrey Gibson, Koyoltzintli Miranda-
Rivadeneira and Marie Watts, will be displayed. Dennis’s contribution is pointedly titled Return Our Stolen 
Sacred Shinnecock Hills (2022). Thomas says it was a priority that Dennis, a member of the Shinnecock 
Nation, and other “voices of the local community” take part in the show. 
 
Thomas’s own pieces in the exhibition include Remember Me (2022), a 55-foot-long neon sign installed 
on the Parrish’s façade since the late spring. Its words quote a postcard sent from a Black soldier during 
World War I and even replicate his penmanship. “It’s a beautiful homage to people who served this 
country but often aren’t recognized,” says Corinne Erni, the senior curator at the Parrish who organized 
the show with Thomas and Carly Fischer. 
 
Inside the Herzog & de Meuron–designed museum, Christine Sun Kim, who was born deaf, is making 
site-specific drawings based on sign language that will cover two facing walls, and Zoë Buckman will 
address violence against women with pieces such as like home like something (2022), for which she 
embroidered boxing gloves that dangle like festive ornaments. Several of Thomas’s recent mazelike quilts 
stitched from scraps of American flags will also be on display; if you look closely at one, for example, it 
spells freedom. “The fabric of our nation seems to be fraying,” he says, “and this investigation into the 
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various pathways and confusing methods we take to get to the ideals we subscribe to is what a lot of the 
work is attempting to reflect upon.” 
 
“This is a really good moment to reflect on what it means to be American,” Erni adds, noting that one of 
Thomas’s works is made with remnants of not only the Stars and Stripes but also prison uniforms. 
 
Muna Malik, who was born in Yemen, immigrated to Minnesota at the age of 10 and now lives in Los 
Angeles, offers her own take on migration and American identity with abstract paintings inspired by 
current events. She rendered one piece during the US military’s chaotic withdrawal from Afghanistan last 
summer and a second amid this past spring’s spate of mass shootings. Malik says she painted the works 
not with the intention of exhibiting them but as an “emotional release.” 
 
“Essentially, the process is watching consistent news coverage and the stories being told about these 
major events that often have drastic outcomes for victims,” she explains before becoming choked up. 
Thomas steps in: “So they’re basically time capsules.” 
 
Despite the stereotype of artists holding progressive views, Thomas, who will also take part in a slate of 
public programs during a residency at the nearby Watermill Center beginning in September, is adamant 
that For Freedoms is nonpartisan and traces the left-wing/right-wing binary to the extremism of the French 
Revolution. “I feel that we are at a moment in our society where we have to reevaluate everything we 
know and the way we used to do things,” he says. “The pandemic was an invitation into a new world and 
a new worldview. If we change the course of the future by one degree, it might give us millennia more of 
existence.” 
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San Antonio's McNay Art Museum recently unveiled the newest addition to its outdoor sculpture 
collection, which — despite possessing the likeness of a giant snail — has proven to be quite the 



 

San Antonio Current | July 12, 2022 2 

opposite of sluggish and mundane, drawing hoards of visitors with its monumental scale and eye-catching 
decorative shell. 
 
Located in the museum's Mays Family Park, History of the Conquest by Hank Willis Thomas stands over 
7 feet tall and features a young girl perched atop an ornately decorated snail, holding a bow in one hand 
and a pair of reins in the other. The snail's shell shines with a bronze finish and includes detailed 
engravings. 
 
History of the Conquest is a reimagining of a 17th-century German sculpture — currently on display in the 
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art in Hartford, Connecticut — and references Europe's profuse 
harvesting of the nautilus shell off the eastern coast of Africa. 
 
"Thomas' sculpture is a captivating critique of the prejudiced, historical depictions of people of African 
descent," the McNay said in a press statement. "By enlarging the Wadsworth Atheneum’s 17th-century 
sculpture to a grand scale and interpreting it in bronze, the artist simultaneously draws attention to past 
representations and reclaims them." 
 
The sculpture's acquisition was made possible by a generous donation in memory of Raye B. Foster, a 
former McNay docent and member of the McNay Board of Trustees from 1998-2009. 
 
The McNay's Head of Curatorial Affairs René Paul Barilleaux describes the acquisition of History of the 
Conquest as an important contribution to the museum's goal of "expanding its collection of artworks by 
contemporary artists of color — both indoors and outdoors." 
 
It is the museum's first work in any medium by Hank Willis Thomas. 
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The towering piece, titled “All Power to All People” recalls a half-century of the Black Civil 
Rights Movement, from so-called radicals defiantly raising their fists in the 1960s to Black Lives 
Matter activists marching in the streets in recent years. And it does so with a whisper of wit, a 
nod to nostalgia and an evocation of peace. 
 
Artist Hank Willis Thomas, the Brooklyn, New York-based artist who designed “All Power to All 
People,” was born in 1976. In a recorded statement, he said his grandmother was a hair stylist 
who “jammed” a pick through his hair to inflate it to the proper proportions. The pick had a 
Black Power fist on top. 
 
“As a kid,” Thomas said, “I just thought of it as how you comb your hair.” But as he came of age, 
he recognized that the pick “was an icon of African American culture and history.” 
 
The image of Grandma’s pick stuck in his head. 
 
As an aspiring young artist, Thomas said he encountered, of all things, a four-story-tall 
clothespin in downtown Philadelphia. The absurd sculpture was by world-famous 1960s pop 
artist Claes Oldenburg, who created monuments devoted to the most ordinary stuff, like 
typewriter erasers, shuttlecocks and … clothespins. 
 
Oldenburg’s oversized clothespin stuck in Thomas’ head, too. 
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A few years back, Thomas blended the pick and the clothespin concepts into a 9-foot 
preliminary version of his “All Power to All People” design. But it had to be bigger. “It has a 
different reverence when you have to look up to it or be in the shadow of it,” he said. 
 
The towering “All Power to All People” artwork is part of a traveling exhibit of outdoor 
sculptures called the "Monumental Tour," which has had previous stops in Philadelphia, 
Chicago, Oakland and even the Burning Man art fest in Black Rock, Nevada. The arrival of “All 
Power to All People” in New Orleans was meant to help celebrate the Juneteenth holiday and 
the upcoming Essence Festival. 
 
"Monumental Tour" director Marsha Reid said she’s the one who chose the location of the big 
Afro pick. She said that Lafayette Square was perfect because there was no fence around it, so 
people had unfettered access, plus the park is frequented by locals instead of tourists, and it’s 
in the center of city politics, with the modern City Hall and the federal courts not far away. 
 
She didn't have the old Gallier Hall on her mind when she positioned “All Power to All People,” 
Reid said. But in ways, Gallier Hall, located across the street, is the perfect backdrop. 
 
The old City Hall was finished in the 1850s. It had doubtlessly been built with slave labor and 
was a signature piece of architecture of the pro-slavery society of the time. Its neoclassical 
design venerates ancient Greece and Rome, also slave states. 
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Which makes it — intentionally or not — a symbolic foil for a sculpture that speaks to the 
African identity of much of the population. 
 
There’s no erasing the past, of course. But you can certainly have a conversation with it, and 
that’s just what’s going on down on St. Charles Avenue right now. The city’s picturesque 
streetcars rumble between the two aspects of history, the unchallenged White rule of the past, 
and the ongoing striving for Black equity. 
 
In art terms, that dialogue is a beautiful thing. 
 
And that means “All Power to All People” is a beautiful thing, too. On one hand, it’s a smile-
evoking selfie-op based on a ridiculously enlarged comb that was popular with a past 
generation. In a way, it’s comforting. On the other hand, it’s a spark plug of social issues that’s 
not supposed to make us comfortable at all. As Picasso supposedly put it, good art "ought to 
bristle with razor blades." 
 
Neither City Hall nor Reid would disclose the cost of the "Monumental Tour" project. 
 



COMMENTARY

‘In the heart of their hug’: Hank Willis
Thomas on his ‘Embrace’ tribute to the
Kings
As part of the inaugural Embrace Ideas Festival, the artist spoke in depth
about his long-awaited memorial to Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta
Scott King. The 20-foot bronze sculpture is set to be unveiled on Boston
Common on MLK Day next year.
By  Murray Whyte  Globe Staff, Updated June 16, 2022, 5:05 p.m.

Hank Willis Thomas, the artist behind "The Embrace," the long-awaited memorial to Coretta Scott King and Martin Luther King Jr.,
spoke at the ICA Wednesday as part of The Embrace Ideas Festival. LANE TURNER/GLOBE STAFF

https://www.bostonglobe.com/about/staff-list/staff/murray-whyte/?p1=Article_Byline


Thomas’s proposal for the King memorial, made jointly with Boston-based MASS Design

Group, wasn’t exactly a surprise winner when it was chosen among a field of five finalists

in a design competition held by King Boston, the memorial’s sponsor, three years ago. The

proposal was both bold and unconventional, traits not typically associated with major public

art commissions, which too often set the low bar of being the least challenging to the most

people.

Hank Willis Thomas reclined in a plush armchair on stage Wednesday at the Institute of

Contemporary Art and smiled. The artist, who conceived “The Embrace,” the enigmatic,

towering 20-foot bronze memorial to Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King destined

for Boston Common next year, had just finished his first in-depth public discussion about the

project. It was a long, animated, and often playful conversation with King Boston executive

director Imari Paris Jeffries — “we became Zoom BFFs over the past couple of years,” Jeffries

said — and the floor had opened for questions.

The occasion, King Boston’s inaugural Embrace Ideas Festival, was triumphant. After

pandemic delays, the memorial’s installation was set: Martin Luther King Jr. Day, 2023.

The crowd was expectant, the mood ebullient. The first question, about Thomas’s creative

process for the piece, brought the artist forward in his chair. “The process,” he said and

laughed, “was, ‘We’re never going to get this, so let me just come up with some ideas.’”

https://www.bostonglobe.com/arts/art/2019/03/04/king-memorial-design-combines-mystery-appeal/syYN2cC7gCoOBiY8NkxnbK/story.html?p1=Article_Inline_Text_Link
https://kingboston.org/
https://www.embraceideasfestival.org/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/01/14/arts/embrace-bostons-long-awaited-tribute-kings-will-be-unveiled-mlk-day-2023/?p1=Article_Inline_Text_Link


Thomas and MASS Design Group had great credentials, the artist with a history of frank,

incisive work that digs at the heart of American racial division; and MASS Design Group with

a portfolio of socially conscious projects, most prominently the National Memorial for

Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Ala., dedicated to the thousands of lives lost to racial

violence in America. Still, Thomas had his doubts. Not showing his subjects’ faces in a

memorial, Thomas said, made their chances “one in a million. But here we are.”

In an interview earlier that day, Thomas told the Globe that what made the piece a long shot,

in his view, was also its core strength. “When we recognize that all storytelling is an

abstraction, all representation is an abstraction, hopefully it allows us to be open to more

dynamic and complex forms of representation that don’t stick us to narrative that

oversimplifies a person or their legacy, “ he said. “And I think this work really tries to get to

Hank Willis Thomas, the artist behind "The Embrace," the long-awaited memorial to Coretta Scott King and Martin Luther King Jr.,
spoke with King Boston Executive Director Imari Paris Jeffries at the ICA Wednesday as part of The Embrace Ideas Festival. LANE
TURNER/GLOBE STAFF

https://massdesigngroup.org/work/design/national-memorial-peace-and-justice


the heart of that.”

A young Martin and Coretta met here in Boston in 1952 while she was a student at the New

England Conservatory of Music and he was a doctoral student at Boston University. They

were a pair of idealists with a vision to change the world, and “The Embrace” captures a

major step on that path. Its source is a 1964 photograph taken right after Martin Luther

King Jr. was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. In a moment of elated exhaustion, the picture

shows the beaming Martin slumping into Coretta’s arms; she holds him, eyes closed. The

memorial renders in three dimensions the tangle of his and Coretta’s arms and his hands

resting on her shoulder.

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1964/summary/#:~:text=The%20Nobel%20Peace%20Prize%201964%20was%20awarded%20to%20Martin%20Luther,the%20Afro%2DAmerican%20population.%22


“I wanted to make something that really talked about love,” Thomas told the audience

Wednesday. “I saw in that moment, how much of his weight was literally on top of her. And I

thought that was a really symbolic idea: That she was literally holding his weight. And that’s

true in so many relationships, and especially relationships of that era with men and women,

where the wives had to carry the burden of the man who was getting the award.”

Thomas’s and Jeffries’s conversation was the keystone event of “The Saving Power of

Culture,” the theme of the third day of the five-day festival, which also included a panel

discussion on the changing nature of monuments amid the social upheavals of the day.

Thomas explained how he chose to make an emotional portrait of the Kings, not a literal one,

a profound decision that defies every convention of permanent public memorials. Off-the-

rack monuments to “great men,” often on horseback, usually en route to or from one war or

another — look around town; we have plenty — are the norm. “The Embrace,” with its

couple entwined, debunks simplistic ideas about anyone being singular and achieving

greatness alone.

Thomas, who grew up in New York and Washington, D.C., has spent a lot of time thinking

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. hugs his wife, Coretta, during a news conference following the announcement that he had been awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize. BETTMANN

https://boston.curbed.com/maps/boston-military-memorials-monuments-veterans


about art in the public sphere. “For Freedoms,” his ongoing, artist-led collaboration with

Eric Gottesman, Michelle Woo, and Wyatt Gallery, holds public forums and makes

temporary interventions all over the country on billboards and overpasses, pinned to the

political realities of the moment. ”I think all art is activism,” Thomas told the crowd. “I think

all consciously lived lives are activism. If you wake up, and you say ‘I am, and I can,’ you’re

already an activist.”

“The Embrace” — which is currently being fabricated at the Walla Walla Foundry in

Washington state — is different from anything he has done. It is prominent, destined for

what’s considered the oldest public park in the country; meant to be permanent, as

memorials tend to be; and huge, big enough to pass underneath and see sky through its

clenched arms. “That’s really the core of it: When you walk inside of it, you will be in the

heart of their hug,” Thomas said.

Thomas remembers showing his first sketch to Michael Murphy, executive director of MASS

Design Group. “The idea that we thought was least likely to get [chosen] was the one that

spoke to our hearts,” Thomas said. “It was this reality that the thing that scared us, that way

Rendering of “The Embrace,” the memorial monument and plaza dedicated to Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King on
Boston Common. The completed project, created by Hank Willis Thomas and Mass Design Group, will be installed early next
year. DESIGN BY HANK WILLIS THOMAS AND MASS DESIGN GROUP. IMAGE BY MASS DESIGN GROUP.

https://forfreedoms.org/
https://www.instagram.com/forfreedoms/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/forfreedoms/?hl=en
https://www.nps.gov/places/boston-common-ma.htm
https://massdesigngroup.org/index.php/team/michael-murphy


spoke to our hearts,  Thomas said. It was this reality that the thing that scared us, that way

that it felt a little bit haunting, is why it felt like it was what needed to be made.”

Thomas is willing to buck at least one more convention of the public memorial: permanence.

“I think we have to ask: Will this be important in 100 years? When do we get to review this?”

he said in conversation with Jeffries. “To create a greater balance and equity for future

generations, [to] make sure that nothing is put up that doesn’t have a question mark

attached, about how it’s contributing to society.”

With more than half a year left before the piece is unveiled in its at-minimum very long-term

home on the Common, he can allow himself a moment to exhale, and dream.

“There’s something really amazing for me to think about these two young lovers, who met

here in Boston, walking in that park, and for all I know, embracing steps away from where

this monument will be, and having that resonate not only all over the world, but also

throughout space and time,” Thomas said. “And I hope that other young lovers will be

walking in this space, and remember that when they embrace one another, that they also

could be embracing the world.”

Murray Whyte can be reached at murray.whyte@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @TheMurrayWhyte.
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I first came across the work
of visual artist Hank Willis
Thomas reading a book
called Who We Be: The
Coloriza- tion of America by
Jeff Chang. The year was
2013 and, at the time, I was a
community organizer in my
hometown of Newark, New
Jersey. But I was beginning
to find limitations to the
impact traditional models of
organizing could have in my
community. It was the
beginning of a personal
renaissance where I revisited
Black art and images as a
tool for helping to mend the
psychological effects of years
of neglect and abandonment
and the disenfranchisement
of American urban
communities and their
inhabitants by the powers
that be. The first piece by
Hank that I can honestly say I
really appreciated was
Strange Fruit, 2013. In it,
there’s a basketball player
with a ball in hand hanging
from a noose—an image that
references the brutal history
of lynching in America.

April 20, 2022

— ArtBelieve It
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Photography by Eric Hart Jr. 

Styling by Sebastian Jean

Interview by Emann Odufu 

 

 

Growing up in an urban environment, sports and specifically basketball were
very important to me in my formative years. In Hank's Branded series, I saw
him posing similar questions that I was having about what it meant to be a
Black man coming of age in America. Hank has continually returned to
images of sports players and the peculiar role they inhabit in the American
psyche throughout his practice. His work has continuously examined the
complex relationship between sports, capitalism and the Black body,
showcasing the glory associated with sports stardom, but also critiquing the
power structures at play.
 
In Hank's Unbranded series, he deconstructs advertisements, showing how
our identities as Americans are often shaped by the media and the roles
corporations have prescribed to various racial, ethnic and gender groups.
Look- ing at his artwork sparked within me a passion for looking beyond the
surface, and questioning the purpose of vari- ous institutions, ideas and
cultural practices that I previously never considered.
 
In 2015, I applied for a role in his studio, met Hank, and witnessed the
brilliance of his mind and work in person. I was able to see firsthand how his
artworks were created and get to know the small but passionate group of
collabo- rators who worked with him at the time helping to bring his vision
to reality. Working in the studio, I was given the opportunity to participate
in a four-person team that toured his public art project, In Search Of the
Truth, across 35 states and 43 cities during Donald Trump’s first
presidential run. Traveling around the country in a tour bus, engag- ing with
Americans from all over, and meeting artists and curators from some of the
country's most elite muse- ums opened up a new world of possibilities for
me as a creative. It changed the way I perceived myself as a Black man, as an
American, and even the way I perceived the concept of ‘truth.’
 
My connection to Hank's work is much more than just an aesthetic
conversation—it’s about the ideas that engag- ing with his work has sparked
within me. For me, interviewing Hank for this article is the culmination of a
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full-circle moment that started when I first read about Hank in that book
almost a decade ago, eventually getting to know and work for him, and now
being able to write about him, his work and where he hopes to take his
practice in the future.
 

Coat LUAR, pants SUPREME NEW YORK, shoes DENIM TEARS X UGG,
sunglasses FLATLIST

EMANN ODUFU—When I think of the evolution of your practice, it
is constantly evolving, and you are always reinventing yourself and the type
of work you create. Obviously, a framework permeates throughout your
practice and your oeuvre. Still, I would like you to speak to your process of
reinvention, especially when I look at your work from the late 2000s to now.
Is this something that you're thinking about as you create, or does it natu -
rally manifest as you change with the times?
 
HANK WILLIS THOMAS—For me, change is necessary for growth,
and as the times are rapidly evolving, I also need to do that. The core of my
work is still there, but the methods and mediums that I use to express the
import - ant things have had to evolve. Also, who I'm talking to and how I'm
speaking to them has changed by demand. I went from talking about brands
in the early 2000s to creating brands through projects such as Question
Bridge, For Freedoms and Truth Booth. They are all my own take on what a
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brand does, but what is for sale is different. What is for sale are the complex
ideas that are at the core of my work. I am perpetually propelled and
inspired by how we can attract and maintain audiences through branding
and marketing and how our processes engage them.
 
EMANN ODUFU—Collaboration is something that is very important
to your practice, even harkening back to In Search of the Truth, which was a
collaboration between you and three other artists. With For Freedoms, Writ
- ing on the Wall, and the Wide Awakes, the work you did took this
collaborative aspect to a whole new level. One of your works that comes to
mind is from your I am a man series, specifically the piece that says, ‘I am
many.’ Especially when working in your studio, I noticed that your work was
the product of a village of creatives and collaborators working to capture
your vision. What is the importance of collaboration and community in your
practice?
 
HANK WILLIS THOMAS—Everything we do in life is a
collaboration because no one lives or works in a vacuum. A lot of the ways in
which we talk about our lives are as if we're the only ones affected by
whatever we're expe - riencing. So, I've always collaborated with other
artists in addition to making my own work, to remind myself and others
who I care about—and even people I don't know—that we all have a stake
in what each other does. Creativity is an outlet and opportunity for us to
think about ourselves, the things we care about and each other differently.
EO—From my perspective, that process of collaboration evolved into
something even larger with works like For Freedoms and the Wide Awakes,
which were these mass collaborations that sparked a national movement. I'm
curious to know why you, as an artist, decided to create these works?
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Jacket TELFAR, pants and shoes BALENCIAGA

HWT—For Freedoms and the Wide Awakes were inspired by my desire to
work with and celebrate the work of other artists. With For Freedoms, we
did activations in exhibi- tion halls and a national billboard campaign that
allowed us to engage audiences that none of us individually could reach. We
did this by engaging billboards and public space as an artistic medium. The
Wide Awakes built on this idea because it is not an organization. Instead, it
is a very loose and organic collective. It was a more liberated attempt at
doing the same things we were doing with For Freedoms. But there was no
centrality to the collab- oration this time, so all the participants were
creating it. There's an excitement to that. There's also no barrier to entry or
gatekeepers. The only gatekeeper is the person themselves.
 
EO—How do you balance being a fine artist and being concerned with the
formal applications of the creative process with your burgeoning role as an
activist, a community builder, and even as a political voice?
 
HWT—I do that through working with the people in my studio. I'm also
collaborating outside of my studio in the streets of the world and on the
Internet. The people in my studio help me focus on maintaining and
clarifying the messages in my work. That is an aesthetic conver- sation as
well as a content conversation.
 
EO—Well, whatever you're doing, it's working. The seeds that you and
your creative team are planting have been harvested to make an impact that
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stretches outside of just art. You've accomplished a lot in your career so far,
and I'm sure there are other mountains to climb. However, at the present
moment, top galleries around the globe represent you, and your work is in
the collec- tions of esteemed museums and influential collectors. So, what
keeps you motivated to go into the studio and keep creating? What’s
inspiring you at this moment?
 
HWT—I read a book in 2019 called Finite and Infinite Games by James
Carse, which really helped me to understand my purpose. Carse talks about
finite games as being played for the purpose of winning and infinite games as
being played for the purpose of continuing the play. A finite game is to be
won by someone, and it must come to a definite end. An infinite game is a
vision of life as play and possibility. So, I realized that I'm play- ing an infinite
game and I am not trying to win. I'm trying to stay in a state of play. We live
in a world with the illusion that there is some form of finality, and for me,
play- ing an infinite game is continuing to expand and chal- lenge the
limitations of the world that you know and the person you are. That's what
keeps me going. When we say we're going to take an inf latable speech bubble
across the country where strangers would come and share their truths,
there's not really any finite rewards. The reward is the journey. The
exhibition is an artifact, but the artwork is the actual journey itself.
 
EO—One thing I'm thinking about consistently is how the creative world
has drastically transformed in the past 20 years. In my opinion, there are no
boxes—or fewer boxes for creatives—and the lines between creative realms
are blurring. Artists are not staying in one lane anymore, and the best
example of that is probably Kanye West. He started off making music, and
now he's a leader in fashion and breaking into the tech world. Even for you, I
see you existing between creative fields and between realms. Can you speak
to this changing atmosphere? What opportunities does it bring for a
multifaceted creative like yourself?
 

“What is for sale
are the complex
ideas that are at
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the core of my
work.”

HWT—The world is constantly changing. I think you're right that the past
20 years have appeared to be radi- cally and rapidly evolving, asking each of
us to reeval- uate who we are, what we are, what we do and how we do it.
But I don't think that's limited to the creative field. From my experience, it's
how we're experiencing gender, how we're experiencing race, how we're
experiencing class, even how we’re experiencing nationality. Over the past
20 years, the way we look at things that have been relatively fixed has
become much more complicated. I don't separate the way that I live and
what I do into work and not work or art and not art. It's all my life. I'm an
eclectic person who has a broad range of interests, and this is something that
a lot of people of African descent negotiate. We negotiate being
multifaceted, complex people and being expected to conform or live within
a box already prescribed for us. I don't think that's just people of African
descent, but I think that the pressure of the box feels more confining for
many of us in this country. So, for me and I imagine many others, excelling
outside of the place where we first gained ‘validity’ is a way of finding some
form of liberation or emancipation.
 
EO—I really dig that answer. I want to delve into your recent exhibition,
The New Black Aesthetic. We've talked a little bit about this before, but
throughout your practice, you often return to images of sports players,
examining the complex relationship between the sports industry and Black
men. In some of my favorite works of yours, especially the older pieces, you
made powerful critiques on the sports industry. Your Liberty sculpture
almost presents a different perspective when you look at it—it's more of an
uplifting or aspirational type of feeling that I get from looking at it. On one
end, you're celebrating the upward mobility created through these athletes'
ascent into superstardom. On the other end, we see a critique of the power
structures that permeate them. Can you speak to this duality and the
nuanced way you enjoy and participate in the spectacle of sports, or I guess
any system, while also understanding some of the deeper implications?
 
HWT—This question makes me think of Guy Debord's book, The Society
of Spectacle. In it, he describes the spectacle or what we would call the
modern-day media machine as an instrument to distract and pacify the
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masses and basically keep the wheels of consumerism turning. This process
alters our view of reality and turns everything into a commodity. It
encourages us to focus on appearances and symbols rather than genu- ine
human interaction. Carce says ‘the spectacle is not a collection of images
rather, it is a social relation among people, mediated by images.’ [Debord’s]
book is a multi- faceted and shifting gaze on the spectacle and spec- tator. It
embodies some of my thoughts in a lifelong process of finding myself in
relation to the spectacle of sports and the NBA and any other spectacle in
which I might be participating. In my work, I'm engaging in this
conversation, acknowledging the allure of the spectacle and breaking down
these symbols and images to help the viewer and myself make sense of what
you called ‘the deeper implications.’
 
EO—When I applied for a role in your studio years ago, I remember
stating that I saw you as the ‘Black Rich- ard Prince’ in my cover letter. I'm
not sure if you read the cover letters or if someone else read them...
 
HWT—No, I read the cover letters.
 
EO—I like to think that was part of the reason why you guys were like,
‘Okay, we'll give him a shot.’ Obviously, you and Richard Prince have entirely
different practices. Still, I think I was speaking to the ability you just
referenced to take images and symbols that are recognizable in our society,
deconstructing them in a way that questions the way our world operates. I
view you as a social psycholo- gist and even a cultural healer. In a hundred
years, when we look back at your practice, what impact do you want it to
have on people on a social and psychological level?
 
HWT—Isn't it enough to just be remembered? That's my answer to that
question, but I can expand on it.
 
EO—I would absolutely love for you to expand on it!
 
HWT—One hundred years from now, will there even be a world as we
know it, based on the catastrophic forecasts we are learning about? I want
people to be alive, safe and healthy in a society where the work that I/we
make is still relevant. If those circumstances exist, I would hope they are
somewhat proud of who we are and what we have done. Think about it: this
generation knows that the world is overpopulated and that our lifestyles are
creat ing irreparable harm to all future societies. This gener ation has had
more privilege than any other generation of human beings collectively, yet
has not overcome the desire to kill and maim other human beings and has
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even eradicated other species. I just hope that people in a hundred years will
have mercy for us because, yes, differ ent generations might have caused a
lot of harm, but they did not know what we know. So, when I think about
my work, which is my life, I would love for future genera tions to think that
I cared about them... But it would also be enough just to be remembered.
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OPINION

REDESIGNING  
AMERICA’S FLAG

Six New Takes on Old Glory



Hank Willis Thomas
“Lift Every Voice and Sing”
Black lives matter
Don’t tread on me
In God we trust
A thin blue line
Under God, our vindicator
Keep America great
Progress pride

This essay is part of “Snap Out of it, America!,” a series exploring bold ideas to revitalize 
and renew the American experiment.

The American flag is a potent piece of national iconography, but its design shifted 
frequently until the early 1900s. What if it were redesigned today? We asked artists and 
graphic designers to try. The flags they came up with reflect a mix of approaches. Some are 
functional designs, others artistic renderings; some represent America as it could be, others 
how the artist sees the country now.



T he traveling Monumental Tour landed in Philadelphia this week, bringing art that 
honors African

American history to iconic landmarks across the city.

Sculptures from Arthur Jafa, Coby Kennedy, Christopher Myers and Hank Willis

Thomas will be on display until Jan. 31 at four locations near the Benjamin Franklin

Parkway and Delaware River waterfront.

Kindred Arts, the tour organizers, said the works examine themes of colonization, oppression,

privilege, Black middle-class labor and Black pride.

The sculptures delve into various aspects of the African American experience, "from the first

slaves brought over in the 16th century to the present-day prison pipeline, and the struggle of

liberation in between," according to a press release.

Philadelphia is the sixth stop on the nationwide tour, but this marks the first time that the four

sculptures are being displayed at the same time.  

The tour also will showcase Julian Francis Abele, Philadelphia's first African American architect

who helped design iconic buildings like The Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Michael Spain, director of education at the Center for Architecture and Design, will host a

walking audio tour through all of the featured sculptures.

Here is a look at the featured sculptures:

BY  HANNAH KANIK 
PhillyVoice Staff

SEPTEMBER 23, 2021

Monumental Tour features sculptures examining themes
from Black history
Four temporary art installations can be found throughout Center City through
January

https://monumentaltour.org/
https://monumentlab.com/
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COURTESY/ALBERT YEE

'All Power to All People,' by Hank Willis Thomas is located on Eakins Oval, near the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

"All Power to All People"
Hank Willis Thomas' sculpture, "All Power to All People," is a 28-foot tall Afro pick with the Black

Power salute emerging from the handle. Its title is a reference to the Black Panther Party slogan.

Thomas, a conceptual artist, said the piece is a symbol of community, strength, perseverance,

comradeship and belonging. He has had work exhibited across the country and abroad.

The sculpture is on display at Eakins Oval, 2451 Benjamin Franklin Parkway. 

https://www.phillyvoice.com/bill-cosby-mickey-rourke-sexual-assault-ex-girlfriend-instagram/


Traveling ‘Monumental Tour’ brings art to four iconic Philly
spots

By Ximena Conde · September 21, 2021

Hank Willis Thomas's ''All Power to All People'' stands 28 feet tall and weighs 24,000lbs. It is installed in

Eakins Oval as part of the Monumental Tour, made up of four large sculptures installed in celebrated public

k

places. (Albert Yee/Kindred Arts)

A touring exhibition designed to challenge colonial ideas of power, community, and

incarceration has landed in Philadelphia, bringing four art pieces to some of the city’s most

prominent public spaces.

�e pieces that make up the “Monumental Tour” have rotated through New York City, Atlanta,

Chicago, and other cities. �e traveling art aims to a�rm people across Philadelphia’s diverse

communities while creating spaces where those willing can learn about other lived experiences.

�is is the project’s second stop in Philadelphia.

https://whyy.org/programs/planphilly/
https://whyy.org/person/ximena-conde/
https://whyy.org/person/ximena-conde/
https://whyy.org/categories/arts-entertainment/
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Familiar to the city will be a 28-foot-tall Afro pick with raised �st capping the handle. A symbol of

“community, strength, perseverance, comradeship, and belonging,” the pick sits on the base of

the Benjamin Franklin Parkway with the Art Museum as the backdrop. Named “All Power to All

People,” the sculpture by artist Hank Willis �omas was �rst seen in 2017 as part of the

Monument Lab project.

Kindred Arts Director Marsha Reid, who curated Monumental Tour, speaks at the unveiling of Hank Willis

Thomas’s ”All Power to All People” on Eakins Oval. (Emma Lee/WHYY)

k

Parks and Rec unveiled its Parkway installation Tuesday. It brought a jolt of new energy to a

historic space steeped in old ideas of institutional power and now undergoing a long-awaited

reinvention.

Commissioner of Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Kathryn Ott Lovell said it’s only  tting to 

have “All Power to All People” on the parkway as the department tries to make it a vehicle for 

community building and civic expression.  e exhibit is a reminder art should enhance the 

aesthetic of shared spaces, while challenging previously held assumptions, said Ott Lovell.

https://monumentlab.com/projects/hank-willis-thomas-all-power-to-all-people


Getting Soccer Fans Into Art? Thats̓ the Goal.
A new gallery at the stadium of Tottenham Hotspur, a top London club, is presenting contemporary works to visitors, with
mixed results.

By Alex Marshall

Aug. 16, 2021

LONDON — Annie Lawrence, 8, was looking excited on Sunday afternoon. She was about to see Tottenham Hotspur, the soccer team she
supports, play its first game of the English Premier League season — but her exhilaration wasn’t entirely because of the impending
game.

Lawrence was standing in OOF, a gallery dedicated to art about soccer that opened last month in a building attached to the club’s stadium
gift shop. Some of the works on display seemed to be making her as happy as a Tottenham win.

OOF’s opening show, “Balls” (until Nov. 21) features 17 pieces of contemporary art made using soccer balls, or representing them. There’s
one made out of concrete, and another in silicon that looks like it’s covered in nipples.

Pointing at a huge bronze of a deflated ball by Marcus Harvey, Lawrence said, “I’d like that one in my bedroom.” The artist said in a
phone interview that the work might evoke anything from Britain’s decline as an imperial power to the end of childhood.

Yet for Lawrence, its appeal was simpler: “It looks like you could sit in it, like a couch,” she said.

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/by/alex-marshall
https://www.nytimes.com/by/alex-marshall
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Arts and Culture

The Monumental Tour Art Exhibition Comes to Englewood.
Danielle Sanders, Interim Managing Editor
June 24, 2021

When people speak of the Englewood neighborhood in Chicago, they rarely mention art, culture, walking trails, or sustainable food. Anton Seals,
Co-Founder and Executive Director of Grow, Greater Englewood is working to change that.   With the Monumental Tour, an outdoor installation
featuring the works of acclaimed artist, Hank Willis Thomas, and Arthur Jafa, Anton Seals hopes this latest project continues to lift and empower
the Englewood community.

On display until the end of August, Hank Williams Thomas, “All Power to All People” will be located in Englewood Square at 5801 S. Halsted and
Arthur Jafa’s “Big Wheel” will be in Bronzeville at the Blanc Gallery at 4445 S. Martin Luther King Jr., Drive.  The monumental tour is a national
tour that brings iconic monuments across the United States for the purposes of advancing the demand for racial equity.

Hank Willis Thomas’ All Power to All People is a provocative artwork combining the Afro pick and the Black Power salute, both icons of Black
identity and empowerment. At approximately 28 feet tall, the work stands as a symbol of community, strength, perseverance, comradeship, and
belonging. The sculpture’s title references a legendary Black Panther Party slogan—its arrival to Chicago, where the Illinois chapter of the Black
Panther Party was headquartered, is a celebration of Chicago’s contribution to civic engagement and the advancement of social justice. All
Power to All People is illustrative of the artist’s longstanding investigation into the role public art plays in shaping collective discourse and
societal values.

“Art has always been the dialogue of revolution, pushing urgent issues to the forefront of culture,” said Marsha Reid, Director of Kindred Arts.
“We believe these monumental symbols of identity and empowerment, by Thomas and Jafa, have a critical role to play in our historical moment
in time.”

Arthur Jafa’s Big Wheel is a spacious, yearning, and open-ended installation comprising four gargantuan, seven-foot tires originally made for
monster trucks. Each is laced with a mesh of iron chain; in lieu of hubcaps, abstract medallion sculptures are 3-D printed from melted chains.
Like industrial chakras, they manifest Jafa’s obsession with the culture of monster vehicles that has fascinated him since his Mississippi
childhood. The heavy manufacturing evokes America’s economic changes, notably the deindustrialization and transition to the service economy

that Jafa’s generation watched unfold and that dashed so many Black middle-class
aspirations. The installation features a sound component consisting of a loop of Teddy
Pendergrass ballads that emit from floor speakers. The songs are as much an authentic
product of late-industrial America as are the tires and gantry.

“Wide Awakes Chicago’s intention is to respect the value of Black spaces by placing the
artists’ works directly within the sight of residents from the Bronzeville and Englewood
communities,” said Wide Awakes Chicago member, Mario Smith. “The Chicago leg of
Monumental will also spark dialogue and reintroduce some of Chicago’s finest visual artists,
DJs, and musicians to the city as we begin to reopen.”

Established in 2014, Grow Greater Englewood works to build a community in which all people
can live safe, happy, healthy, and fulfilling lives, now and into the future. Grow Greater
Englewood is a social enterprise that works with residents and developers to create
sustainable, food economies and green businesses to empower residents to create wellness
and wealth. Anton Seals spoke about the importance of the Monumental tour in the
Englewood community saying, “when this opportunity came, we wanted to be able to toy with
this notion of what does it mean, to have black spaces. So, this becomes an opportunity. We
started in the farmers market there on Halsted, which used to be a big vacant lot. There is
beauty in our own community, and we just do not want to talk about it, we must demonstrate
it.  In addition, we have a farm, we are building with Chicago architecture biennial site as well.
There will be a plaza area that we are in the middle of constructing that will be on the other
side near Halsted. So, there is a lot that is going to be synergized. We thought this all power

https://chicagodefender.com/
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to all people would be a good conversation starter for drawing attention to what does it mean to have black spaces”?

He continued saying, “with the MonumentalTour, just having these black artists of note display their pieces in our communities, that is significant. 
These artists sell their pieces for millions of dollars, and they are on display around the world but for them, they said, yeah that is nice but what 
does that do for the black aesthetic? That is our responsibility, but it is also a mirror back to the community.  What is it that we really want and 
what is already here and how do we connect those dots?  That is where people who are weavers, like me, come in.  I am a weaver. I am a 
leader, but I am also a weaver. I like to weave and bring and create platforms for others and institutions because that is the only way that we are 
going to survive”.

Those interested in learning more about the Monumental Tour can visit the exhibit virtually at  www.monumentaltour.org or in-person from a 
motor vehicle. For more information on Grow Greater Englewood visit www.growgreaterenglewood.org.
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Demonstrators in Rotterdam rally on behalf of Afghans protesting and fleeing the Taliban. Photo: Donald Trung
Quoc Don/Wikipedia Commons.
August 25, 2021 at 5:16pm

HUNDREDS OF ARTISTS SIGN OPEN LETTER CALLING FOR US TO OFFER
ASYLUM TO AFGHAN CULTURE WORKERS

More than 350 cultural workers including artists Coco Fusco, Joyce Kozloff, Susan
Meiselas, Naeem Mohaiemen, Walid Raad, Michael Rakowitz, Martha Rosler, Hank
Willis Thomas, Cecilia Vicuña, and Martha Wilson, as well as writers Teju Cole, Hari
Kunzru, Viet Thanh Nguyen, and Lynne Tillman, have lent their signatures to a fiery open
letter from Arts for Afghanistan demanding that the US government “do everything in its
power” to assist at-risk Afghans fleeing the country in an attempt to escape the newly
ascendant Taliban rule. According to the authors of the letter, released August 24, the
members of this group—among them artists, curators, writers, filmmakers, and
performers—were in a precarious position even before the militant Islamist coalition’s

https://www.artforum.com/news/hundreds-of-artists-sign-open-letter-calling-for-us-to-offer-asylum-to-afghan-culture-workers-86405
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swift rise to power, thanks to their efforts in illuminating Afghans’ daily lives and 
aspirations often with the approval and assistance of the US government, which has now 
effectively abandoned them.

In the letter, Arts for Afghanistan calls for the US government to expedite visas for cultural 
workers and drop the stipulation that the visas be processed in a third country. Reaching 
out to countries beyond the United States, the missive’s writers additionally “call on 
governments of all nations to facilitate the evacuation and resettlement of Afghan refugees 
by offering asylum and aid,” asserting, “We insist on the protection of all who have 
devoted themselves to fostering free expression and civil society in Afghanistan.”

“Art is a proxy for humanity,” said Eric Gottesman, a political scientist and one of the 
letter’s coauthors. “As we can see unfolding in real time in Afghanistan and elsewhere 
around the world, the voices of artists are considered dangerous because they speak truth 
to power.”

Also signing the missive were arts and humanitarian organizations the Authors Guild, 
CECArtsLink, Creative Capital, For Freedoms, Magnum Foundation, and PEN America, 
the last of which recently called on the US government to protect its writers in Afghanistan 
after two Pen Afghanistan members were murdered by the Taliban.

https://www.artforum.com/news/pen-joins-calls-to-expedite-visas-for-afghans-86354
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Helmut Lang and Hank Willis
Thomas announce limited collection
. davidloudos • 2 weeks ago

Good style usually follows a subtle line between being yourself and appealing to your 
appearance.New collection by Helmut Lang And conceptual artist Hank Willis 
Thomas did the difficult task of encapsulating this constant pull and pull.

Named “It’s All About You / It’s Not About You,” this exclusive collection is inspired 
by Thomas’ 2010 lenticular work, “It’s All About You.” The words “It’s All About You” 
and “It’s Not About You” are displayed in block letters on 10 points of hoodies, T-
shirts, and dresses, and different messages emerge depending on the position of the 
viewer.

These changing messages are expressed by a unique garment technique inspired by the 
Spring 2004 Helmut Lang Reverse Cowboy T-shirt.

“Helmut Lang has developed a technology that changes what people see, based on their 
physical relationship with the person wearing the shirt,” said Thomas. WWD“Invite 
viewers to think about how their position affects what they see.”

Limited collection released today June 3rd HelmutLang.com15% of the proceeds from 
this collection will be donated to the Incarceration Nations Network, a think tank 
focused on global prison reform efforts.

Helmut Lang and Hank Willis Thomas announce limited collection.

https://illinoisnewstoday.com/author/davidloudos/
https://illinoisnewstoday.com/category/lifestyle/
https://track.nationalpenny.com/cdd9b824-1c50-45f7-b992-7c61714a7d5e?site=jioforme-illinoisnewstoday&site_id=1372183&title=7+Discounts+Seniors+Only+Get+If+They+Ask&platform=Desktop&campaign_id=10439433&campaign_item_id=2998983760&thumbnail=https%3A%2F%2Fnative-images.s3.amazonaws.com%2F2ca42b3ecf6119b0d03d9a02c41d71c1.png&click_id=GiCRmQMB12RdSfrx90RV8UxhYTkjOb67Xn3X57wjJ4R69iCLkkoopI_tudmY8c-pAQ&tblci=GiCRmQMB12RdSfrx90RV8UxhYTkjOb67Xn3X57wjJ4R69iCLkkoopI_tudmY8c-pAQ#tblciGiCRmQMB12RdSfrx90RV8UxhYTkjOb67Xn3X57wjJ4R69iCLkkoopI_tudmY8c-pAQ
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=jioforme-illinoisnewstoday&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=blend-next-up-a:Next%20Up:


CULTUREWORKS’ MILESTONE, IN-PERSON FRIEZE 
NEW YORK PROGRAMMING

WIDE AWAKES, ANTWAUN SARGENT, THE PHILIP GLASS ENSEMBLE, TOM OF 
FINLAND AND MORE ANCHORED A WEEK OF IN-PERSON EVENTS
David Graver 11 May 2021

Tracey Ryans, Tanya Selvaratnam, Hank Willis Thomas, Larry Ossei-Mensah

Frieze New York did more than put people in front of art, together, after we all spent 14 months at 

home. The acclaimed fair and its ancillary events allowed people to find inspiration, contribute to 

conversations and recreate a sense of community for those eager to gather safely. At the 

forefront, CultureWorks, the union of the collaborative creative space NeueHouse and future-

forward photo museum Fotografiska, championed the return to in-person events with powerful 

talks, riveting performances and private dinners that proved New York’s broader curatorial scene 

no longer remains dormant.

45:09

https://coolhunting.com/
https://coolhunting.com/culture/cultureworks-milestone-in-person-frieze-new-york-programming/
https://coolhunting.com/author/david/
http://coolhunting.com/?s=Frieze+New+York
https://www.cultureworks.com/
http://coolhunting.com/?s=NeueHouse
http://coolhunting.com/?s=Fotografiska


Hank Willis Thomas, courtesy of BFA

As Fotografiska welcomed guests to the opening off its glossy, often candy-colored Miles

Aldridge exhibition, it also hosted a standout talk by author and Gagosian director Antwaun

Sargent, as well as a dinner to celebrate the Tom of Finland Foundation and its “Darkroom”

presentation. Fotografiska also activated its hidden cocktail-haven, Chapel Bar, and glowing fine-

dining restaurant, Verōnika. Programming at NeueHouse started with many people’s first in-

person panel discussion in more than a year, which was delivered by members of the Wide

Awakes. The change-making, open-source network brought such gravity to their talk, it

empowered guests, who were timid at first to be in a room with so many others (even though we

all wore masks).

Chief Brand Officer of NeueHouse and

Fotografiska, Jon Goss tells us that this thoughtful

and joyous conversation—between Hank Willis

Thomas, Larry Ossei-Mensah, Tracey Ryans and

Tanya Selvaratnam—came to be a part of their

Frieze roster because “art and activism have

always been a pillar of NeueHouse’s cultural

programming DNA. Cognizant of the importance

of art in advancing social causes and our

relationship with some of the founders of the Wide

Awakes, we wanted to support their mission to

‘create a new culture in pursuit of liberation.'” In

collaboration with the Wide Awakes, NeueHouse

will continue to produce a series of roundtable

discussions “featuring prominent creatives to

explore current cultural, political and societal

topics and themes” which they’ll then share

through NeueJournal.

“This first talk in our new Madison Square Gallery space—with Hank, Larry, Tanya and Tracey—

was a free-flowing and empowering conversation to witness in non-digital form, and truly lived up

to the moment,” Goss says. It’s a sentiment with which we concur. He adds, “NeueHouse spaces

https://www.fotografiska.com/nyc/miles-aldridge
http://coolhunting.com/?s=Antwaun+Sargent
http://coolhunting.com/?s=Tom+of+Finland+Foundation
https://www.fotografiska.com/nyc/tom-of-finland
https://wideawakes.com/
https://www.neuehouse.com/neuejournal/wide-awakes-at-neuehouse/
http://coolhunting.com/?s=Hank+Willis+Thomas
https://www.tanyaturnsup.com/
https://www.neuehouse.com/frieze-week-2021/


The Tribute to Vision & Justice is more than just a section, it’s a fair-wide project. More
than 50 art galleries and institutions will focus on showing artwork that deals with
justice as a tribute to Lewis, an art history professor at Harvard University, and her
work with the Vision & Justice Project.

It’s an education and art platform she founded, which takes its inspiration from
Frederick Douglass’ civil war speech Pictures and Progress, centering in on the power
of images to create a new vision for the country.

https://www.frieze.com/visionandjustice
https://visionandjustice.org/mission-1


Sarah Elizabeth Lewis. Photograph: Stu Rosner

“I see professor Lewis’ role as a scholar and educator, and as the founder of the project,
being honored because of her work,” said Loring Randolph, the director of
programming at Frieze New York.

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/frieze-new-york


“She is also an inspiration as an intellectual mind, a trailblazer, a professional, and
hopefully by paying tribute to her and to the Vision & Justice Project, her mission
becomes more visible and more heard.”

To Lewis, museums are integral for defining and redefining the narratives that shape
history. But art fairs?

They are typically where one goes to buy art. For heady theory, that’s biennale
territory. Go to Mainfesta or Documenta if you want to think. “This is not just about the
fair, but about looking all around us,” said Randolph.

Lewis is not necessarily a guest curator, but each gallery is responding to the questions
she’s asking with her project. “I’m young, in terms of academia. The tribute feels – I
was startled by it,” said Lewis. “The only way I found to engage others was to pay
tribute to those before me.”

There will be talks based on justice and new commissioned artworks by Carrie Mae
Weems and Hank Willis Thomas. Pieces by Wynton Marsalis, Ava DuVernay and othersHank
will be on view.

The project is known for hosting ongoing discussions on topics related to images with
mass incarceration, civic engagement and the arts, as well as algorithmic bias and the
environment. In one talk, Chelsea Clinton discusses the water crisis in Flint, Michigan.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o4zqP3ZD_Sc&ab_channel=HarvardUniversity


Melvin Edwards, Song of the Broken Chain, 2020. Photograph: Valerie Shaff/Image courtesy of the artist and Alexander Gray
Associate

Lewis, who served on Barack Obama’s National Arts Policy Committee, and is known
for bringing the project into the spotlight in 2016, when she guest edited an issue of the
photography magazine Aperture, entitled Vision & Justice. In response, the magazine
issue helped inspire a conversation in American arts about the role of photography in
race and justice.

“The overwhelming success of the project shows just how willing multitudes of people
need and want to be a part of the conversation around equity and justice in our society
right now,” said photographer Dawoud Bey. “It also provides a sense of how rigorous
art practice and work with a strong social content are not mutually exclusive.”

Lewis helps the public understand the roots of visual literacy in relation to African
American civic life, and that visual images can be an agent for change with the
narratives of black life. “It’s thinking of the social function of the arts historically and
over time,” she explains.

It all started as a class at Harvard. When Lewis stood before her Vision & Justice class, a
jam-packed room of 300 students, one of the key things she initially asked was: “What
is our nation of arts and culture for enlarging our notion of who counts and who
belongs in society?”

https://www.ted.com/speakers/sarah_lewis
https://visionandjustice.org/aperture
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2018/oct/09/dawoud-bey-the-birmingham-project-photo-series
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/sarah-lewis-1946964


Dawoud Bey – Braxton McKinney and Lavon Thomas, Birmingham, Alabama, 2012. Photograph: Courtesy of the artist and
Sean Kelly, New York

And: “If representation is a fundamental right in democracy, what is the function of
visual representation in that work?”

“It’s a question you can ask over centuries when you think about the inception of
citizenship through the Naturalization Act of 1790,” Lewis explains. “Where do you see
culture shifting narratives? Who counts and who belongs?”

By asking these questions, it points her audience to a set of artworks, events, case
studied, history and artistic practices.

“These are fundamental questions I’m asking students, and it’s a fundamental question
to the Vision & Justice Project,” said Lewis. “And now at Frieze art fair through the
tribute effect.”

She isn’t the curator of the fair but part of an overarching theme. “What interested me
was seeing what galleries themselves would offer in response to this prompt to engage
with the Vision & Justice Project,” said Lewis. “What you have on display is precisely
that. I think that’s a better snapshot of our current moment in cultural history.”

David Zwirner gallery’s booth is showing artworks by Stan Douglas, whose Penn
Station’s Half Century project illustrates the liberation of Angelo Herndon, a black coal

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/friezeartfair


miner and social activist for workers’ rights, who was arrested for possession of
communist literature in the 1930s. He wrote a book at the age of 24 called Let Me Live.

Alexis Peskine – Sequita, 2020. Photograph: Courtesy of October Gallery

London art gallery Tiwani Contemporary is hosting a zoom discussion between artist
Dawit L Petros and academic Teresa Fiore on the topic of Italy’s historic relationship
with Africa.



The New Museum features a curatorial video tour of their current exhibition, Grief and
Grievance: Art and Mourning in America, while the Museum of Modern Art’s Forum on
Contemporary Photography pays tribute to Carrie Mae Weems in a two-hour discussion
featuring Thelma Golden, among others, talking about the impact the artist has on
contemporary culture.

“Carrie Mae Weems, in her art-making practice, is a 21st-century oracle,” said Lewis.
“She makes images we need to see that speak to our common humanity. She shows
how artists innovate forms that can go past rational arguments to get us to see our
common humanity.

“This is the first art fair in the midst of a pandemic in the US, it sends an enormous and
powerful signal around how we consider the force and advocacy of platforms, going
forward,” said Lewis. “Can we use an art fair to gather around with the central
questions for our day? I hope that we can. I hope this isn’t a one-off. I hope what Loring
Randolph has done can hopefully create new models of gatherings in the arts, going
forward.”

Smartphones have clearly changed our relationships to images, digital or otherwise.
This iteration of Frieze New York invites viewers to step back, slow down and think
again about what we see. The takeaway is how we reflect on art.

“It’s often a private encounter with something that has aesthetic force that can change
your perceptions of the world and the narratives you use to describe it,” said Lewis.
“That private encounter usually leads to the public work of justice. And that can
happen, even at an art fair.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4R6egDTWOP4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WKSgpyR7D0U
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Hank Willis Thomas will show quilts sewn together from NBA jerseys in an exhibition that opens in 
Cleveland from 17 to 20 February. 

The exhibition, which anticipates the NBA All-Star Game on Sunday 20 February, includes six quilts 
depicting basketball greats and one large-scale stainless steel sculpture. 

The quilts portray basketball greats Kobe Bryant, Wilt Chamberlain, Michael Jordan, Shaquille O'Neal, Bill 
Russel, and Jerry West, whose silhouette was used to create the current NBA logo in 1969. 

The Jerry West work, entitled That's Game (2021), was commissioned by the NBA and online sports 
magazine Bleacher Report last year in celebration of the organisation's 75th anniversary. That work 
sparked the creation of the other five, which were created independently by Thomas. 

The exhibition's sculpture is a large version of the artist's Liberty sculpture, a disembodied arm spinning a 
basketball on a single finger, which was inspired by a 1986 Life Magazine photograph that showed 
Harlem Globetrotter Meadowlark Lemon performing the same trick in front of the Statue of Liberty. 

Sport and its influence on our identities is a major focus of Thomas's work. In 2017, for instance, he made 
a series of quilts from soccer jerseys using designs based on warrior flags made by Ghana's Fante 
people in response to the arrival of Europeans. 
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The exhibition's title, The New Black Aesthetic, comes from a 1989 essay by Trey Ellis, who described 
the emergence of a new cultural identity informed by the success of African American athletes, artists, 
and academics. 

 

The New Black Aesthetic exhibition will be held at the Caxton Building, just three blocks from Rocket 
Mortgage FieldHouse where the All-Star Game will be played. —[O] 
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OPINION

REDESIGNING  
AMERICA’S FLAG

Six New Takes on Old Glory



Hank Willis Thomas
“Lift Every Voice and Sing”
Black lives matter
Don’t tread on me
In God we trust
A thin blue line
Under God, our vindicator
Keep America great
Progress pride

This essay is part of “Snap Out of it, America!,” a series exploring bold ideas to revitalize 
and renew the American experiment.

The American flag is a potent piece of national iconography, but its design shifted 
frequently until the early 1900s. What if it were redesigned today? We asked artists and 
graphic designers to try. The flags they came up with reflect a mix of approaches. Some are 
functional designs, others artistic renderings; some represent America as it could be, others 
how the artist sees the country now.



T he traveling Monumental Tour landed in Philadelphia this week, bringing art that 
honors African

American history to iconic landmarks across the city.

Sculptures from Arthur Jafa, Coby Kennedy, Christopher Myers and Hank Willis

Thomas will be on display until Jan. 31 at four locations near the Benjamin Franklin

Parkway and Delaware River waterfront.

Kindred Arts, the tour organizers, said the works examine themes of colonization, oppression,

privilege, Black middle-class labor and Black pride.

The sculptures delve into various aspects of the African American experience, "from the first

slaves brought over in the 16th century to the present-day prison pipeline, and the struggle of

liberation in between," according to a press release.

Philadelphia is the sixth stop on the nationwide tour, but this marks the first time that the four

sculptures are being displayed at the same time.  

The tour also will showcase Julian Francis Abele, Philadelphia's first African American architect

who helped design iconic buildings like The Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Michael Spain, director of education at the Center for Architecture and Design, will host a

walking audio tour through all of the featured sculptures.

Here is a look at the featured sculptures:

BY  HANNAH KANIK 
PhillyVoice Staff

SEPTEMBER 23, 2021

Monumental Tour features sculptures examining themes
from Black history
Four temporary art installations can be found throughout Center City through
January

https://monumentaltour.org/
https://monumentlab.com/
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssrsVA-Q_RE_mocVHfMNRqMNTpPScK3o7QEHXzlEzH8VPjU2IeUo7tPPevGjTSGY4j1bFlCyzzEoIY_wAIzipE_ovKlfhrjSnTSgXPP7yGnVd4R9W7TzptXGJrnECyB6ZyUQJj6sXS3QIw7j3oClTko9S4nZLCXOt9aO-fT3p41FxYb1PTrYDhgZSnR2hCkmEhwrL9CHAHAEFI&sai=AMfl-YSs0zF3an3_VYIAvRZ4aHc5ZoK52vRc76dCsk5Pqpfb3J8AJfsWTckMidJEfeq2U_XkVw00NT6PeZHqYwLxxUpC5SBOQwJrubOynSGza5KG&sig=Cg0ArKJSzFuIteSdxYgi&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&urlfix=1&adurl=http://insight.adsrvr.org/track/clk%3Fimp%3Dfec71440-e2b9-4328-ac35-e12f5660e078%26ag%3Dnfgqzqa%26sfe%3D138975c3%26sig%3D7hBgtIMiv8GetsXWGLkm5IzBskOoS4fZczBmfRBXSq8.%26crid%3Dr2vnxc0u%26cf%3D2545601%26fq%3D0%26t%3D1%26td_s%3Dwww.phillyvoice.com%26rcats%3Djba%26mcat%3Ddv-51000425%26mste%3D%26mfld%3D3%26mssi%3DNone%26mfsi%3Dmgwwurp1n7%26sv%3Dsonobi%26uhow%3D36%26agsa%3D%26wp%3D2.708352%26rgz%3D10010%26dt%3DPC%26osf%3DOSX%26os%3DOther%26br%3DChrome%26svpid%3D80fe169af3%26rlangs%3D01%26mlang%3D%26did%3D%26rcxt%3DOther%26tmpc%3D23.59%26vrtd%3D%26osi%3D%26osv%3D%26daid%3D%26dnr%3D0%26vpb%3D%26c%3DCg1Vbml0ZWQgU3RhdGVzEghOZXcgWW9yaxoDNTAxIglNYW5oYXR0YW44AVAHgAEBiAEBkAEA%26dur%3DCiYKDWNoYXJnZS1hbGwtMTgiFQju__________8BEghpYXhkMDAyYwpQCjRjaGFyZ2UtYWxsT2ZmbGluZUF0dHJpYnV0aW9uSW5mZXJyZWRCcmFuZEltcGFjdFZpZGVvIhgIq___________ARILaWJpLTNwZC1hdHQKKwoHanJ3aWNlYhD5zAMiDQj_i-t1EgRub25lMAEiDQiKnet1EgRub25lMAEKPgohY2hhcmdlLW1heERvdWJsZVZlcmlmeUJyYW5kU2FmZXR5IhkI2___________ARIMZG91YmxldmVyaWZ5CkgKIWNoYXJnZS1hbGxNb2F0Vmlld2FiaWxpdHlUcmFja2luZyIjCKX__________wESDm1vYXQtcmVwb3J0aW5nKgYIoI0GGAwQ-cwD%26durs%3D9QNNiE%26crrelr%3D%26npt%3D%26svscid%3D17066%26mk%3DApple%26mdl%3DChrome%2520-%2520OS%2520X%26ipl%3DAdThrive_Content_1%26fpa%3D823%26pcm%3D3%26ict%3DUnknown%26said%3D1632761282_e5d9c5dba488895073321dff47cf8d45-e4%26auct%3D1%26cxlvs%3D0%26r%3Dhttps://ad.atdmt.com/c/img%253Badv%253D11157239469014%253Bec%253D11157239643479%253Badv.a%253D9321526%253Bc.a%253D22791008%253Bs.a%253D4390191%253Bp.a%253D313845345%253Ba.a%253D474868005%253Bcache%253D219965631%253Bqpb%253D1%253B%253Fh%253Dhttps://www.1800contacts.com/%253Fac%253D31.CR.G.RT.CR%2526isci%253D
https://www.phillyvoice.com/bill-cosby-mickey-rourke-sexual-assault-ex-girlfriend-instagram/


COURTESY/ALBERT YEE

'All Power to All People,' by Hank Willis Thomas is located on Eakins Oval, near the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

"All Power to All People"
Hank Willis Thomas' sculpture, "All Power to All People," is a 28-foot tall Afro pick with the Black

Power salute emerging from the handle. Its title is a reference to the Black Panther Party slogan.

Thomas, a conceptual artist, said the piece is a symbol of community, strength, perseverance,

comradeship and belonging. He has had work exhibited across the country and abroad.

The sculpture is on display at Eakins Oval, 2451 Benjamin Franklin Parkway. 

https://www.phillyvoice.com/bill-cosby-mickey-rourke-sexual-assault-ex-girlfriend-instagram/


Traveling ‘Monumental Tour’ brings art to four iconic Philly
spots

By Ximena Conde · September 21, 2021

Hank Willis Thomas's ''All Power to All People'' stands 28 feet tall and weighs 24,000lbs. It is installed in

Eakins Oval as part of the Monumental Tour, made up of four large sculptures installed in celebrated public

k

places. (Albert Yee/Kindred Arts)

A touring exhibition designed to challenge colonial ideas of power, community, and

incarceration has landed in Philadelphia, bringing four art pieces to some of the city’s most

prominent public spaces.

�e pieces that make up the “Monumental Tour” have rotated through New York City, Atlanta,

Chicago, and other cities. �e traveling art aims to a�rm people across Philadelphia’s diverse

communities while creating spaces where those willing can learn about other lived experiences.

�is is the project’s second stop in Philadelphia.

https://whyy.org/programs/planphilly/
https://whyy.org/person/ximena-conde/
https://whyy.org/person/ximena-conde/
https://whyy.org/categories/arts-entertainment/
https://whyy.org/secondary-categories/philadelphia/
https://whyy.org/secondary-categories/visual-arts/
https://whyy.org/


Familiar to the city will be a 28-foot-tall Afro pick with raised �st capping the handle. A symbol of

“community, strength, perseverance, comradeship, and belonging,” the pick sits on the base of

the Benjamin Franklin Parkway with the Art Museum as the backdrop. Named “All Power to All

People,” the sculpture by artist Hank Willis �omas was �rst seen in 2017 as part of the

Monument Lab project.

Kindred Arts Director Marsha Reid, who curated Monumental Tour, speaks at the unveiling of Hank Willis

Thomas’s ”All Power to All People” on Eakins Oval. (Emma Lee/WHYY)

k

Parks and Rec unveiled its Parkway installation Tuesday. It brought a jolt of new energy to a

historic space steeped in old ideas of institutional power and now undergoing a long-awaited

reinvention.

Commissioner of Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Kathryn Ott Lovell said it’s only  tting to 

have “All Power to All People” on the parkway as the department tries to make it a vehicle for 

community building and civic expression.  e exhibit is a reminder art should enhance the 

aesthetic of shared spaces, while challenging previously held assumptions, said Ott Lovell.

https://monumentlab.com/projects/hank-willis-thomas-all-power-to-all-people


Nerman Family Members 'Get Joy' Sharing Work By Artists
Of Color In Kansas City Art Institute Exhibit
KCUR | By Anne Kniggendorf
Published September 18, 2021 at 5:45 AM CDT

Hank Willis Thomas' "Refusal" uses reflective vinyl which changes the image depending on the light.

A never-before-seen collection of work featuring artists of
color collected by the Nerman family is showing at KCAI's
gallery through October 17.

The Nerman family adopted an unusual modus operandi years ago: search, secure, and
share. They’re a family of art collectors, starting with the late Jerry and Margaret who
began the tradition before World War II, and Lewis and Sue leading the way now.

“I get joy when we acquire the work, but I also get an equal amount of joy in sharing. I
really do,” Lewis Nerman says.

They’re the Nermans of the Nerman Museum of Contemporary Art at Johnson County
Community College.

https://www.kcur.org/people/anne-kniggendorf
https://www.nermanmuseum.org/
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=2446161798822154&display=popup&href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kcur.org%2Farts-life%2F2021-09-18%2Fnerman-family-members-get-joy-sharing-work-by-artists-of-color-in-kansas-city-art-institute-exhibit
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kcur.org%2Farts-life%2F2021-09-18%2Fnerman-family-members-get-joy-sharing-work-by-artists-of-color-in-kansas-city-art-institute-exhibit&text=Nerman%20Family%20Members%20%27Get%20Joy%27%20Sharing%20Work%20By%20Artists%20Of%20Color%20In%20Kansas%20City%20Art%20Institute%20Exhibit
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.kcur.org%2Farts-life%2F2021-09-18%2Fnerman-family-members-get-joy-sharing-work-by-artists-of-color-in-kansas-city-art-institute-exhibit&mini=true&title=Nerman%20Family%20Members%20%27Get%20Joy%27%20Sharing%20Work%20By%20Artists%20Of%20Color%20In%20Kansas%20City%20Art%20Institute%20Exhibit&summary=A%20never-before-seen%20collection%20of%20work%20featuring%20artists%20of%20color%20collected%20by%20the%20Nerman%20family%20is%20showing%20at%20KCAI%27s%20gallery%20through%20October%2017.&source=KCUR
mailto:?body=Nerman%20Family%20Members%20%27Get%20Joy%27%20Sharing%20Work%20By%20Artists%20Of%20Color%20In%20Kansas%20City%20Art%20Institute%20Exhibit%0A%0Ahttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.kcur.org%2Farts-life%2F2021-09-18%2Fnerman-family-members-get-joy-sharing-work-by-artists-of-color-in-kansas-city-art-institute-exhibit%0A%0AA%20never-before-seen%20collection%20of%20work%20featuring%20artists%20of%20color%20collected%20by%20the%20Nerman%20family%20is%20showing%20at%20KCAI%27s%20gallery%20through%20October%2017.
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsssbGgRzrqqsoKsEc-ojatlJ0B-p-6GDMkiJmlfkY4lxT4RxadCkvZHkbkvqPwZuXlCVO4h9aG8o-J2fIa4Y7tB7zV7dNCTB-WtdkvhZyI3NWFbMBvkcGQMbMdtOw1HCd-O3cX_kpIjdNoLyU6hDibXfXu1vYvIY0UlUC-fHIAGToDkYOXYC3miRCuWEgo5PeEAzQeKOcWMfuFRzUAv6F_ErrU2e1UBYEdwOs90cIFRrvDekUBvrTdNXot1nUgwi2bjFxXUbZfaZR3-EBoSNUVPl4JtkPgWuIuMEPxCgmDGCMY&sai=AMfl-YQmI_YUyNsVDUSuc9hE6jX2-uzzEIjsmfrDMQCi45A97MOoMK2zBDrMeF2bqou3QDRiSnRQ_xPvsVgYhWShdr5sD0ZFPdajj4IufLdND4IjjgSvkLuMQHVcx8ZF1rXioAZRqA&sig=Cg0ArKJSzLJJjSb1fcR9&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://kcurwebdonate.umkc.edu/alleg/WebModule/Donate.aspx%3FP%3DMAIN%26PAGETYPE%3DPLG%26CHECK%3Dr7ZyK9McKTWqK20krF35cqUOstgWaB20&nm=1
https://www.kcur.org/


Nerman Museum Of Contemporary Art

From left: Lewis, Sue, Margaret, and Jerry Nerman at the Nerman Museum of Contemporary Art.

For them, art collecting is partly about the search, the thrill of the hunt; Lewis and Sue
have collected hundreds of disparate pieces from all over the world during the course of
their lives, and now they are responsible for the elder Nermans’ collection as well. When
asked, they declined to answer how many works in total.

Prior to Jerry Nerman’s deployment to France during World War II, he and Margaret hung
art from old calendars on their walls. During the war, he mailed home street art, which
has been lost to time. Once they had the means from founding and successfully running
Arrow Truck Sales, the elder Nermans began to collect in earnest, teaching their
children about the thrill.

But just as thrilling as the hunt is sharing the work.

The joy of sharing

Most often, the sharing has taken the form of opening their home to art enthusiasts or
loaning pieces to galleries nationally and internationally. Currently, three pieces from
their personal collection are on loan to the Whitney Museum of American Art and the
Philadelphia Museum of Art which are simultaneously staging a retrospective on Jasper
Johns.

But what the Nermans have not done until now is publicly show a curated portion of
their collection. Through October 17, the Kansas City Art Institute Gallery is displaying
“All Things Being Equal,” 16 featured works by 12 artists.

https://whitney.org/exhibitions/jasper-johns
https://www.philamuseum.org/calendar/exhibition/jasper-johns-mindmirror
https://kcai.edu/event/all-things-being-equal-selections-from-the-nerman-collection/


"Pain and Privilege" 1-4 by Harold Smith is on display at the KCAI Gallery.

Sue and Lewis Nerman thought of the title themselves, then collaborated with curator
and gallery director Michael Schonhoff to �gure out which pieces to include.

Once the couple decided to show works by artists of color, titling it was easy.

Sue says, “We mean that no matter who the artist is, there’s no difference between art
by artists of color and art by artists of anything.”

Lewis jumps in to clarify and says, “When you walk in our home, you see Jasper Johns,
and you see [Robert] Rauschenberg, and you see Chuck Close and all these very famous
people. And then hanging next to those pieces are these pieces that are in this show.”



Curator Michael Schonhoff with one of Nick Cave's Soundsuits.

The 12 artists featured are formidable and include Nick Cave, Kerry James Marshall,
Hank Willis and Fred Wilson.

“Works by artists of color or any underrepresented group, we can’t show enough,”
Schonhoff says. “I think there’s so much work to do there. And I think this builds on
momentum, both what’s happening at the school, locally, regionally, nationally, that sort
of thing.”

One of the newest pieces in the Nerman collection is Fred Wilson’s 2019 “Black Rain.”

Schonhoff explains that Wilson gained fame by looking at cultural objects, especially as
part of the Black experience, and “reframing history and positioning them all in a
different way, looking at colonialism, looking at slavery. It was never done before in a
museum, and it just really kind of turned upside down what collections are and how we
look at them.”

Schonhoff says that Wilson created a new narrative with objects that people weren’t
used to seeing.

"Black Rain" by Fred Wilson is showing at the KCAI Gallery through Oct. 17.

“Black Rain” is a continuation of that line of thinking, and though it’s more “poetic,” as
Schonhoff says, than some of Wilson’s previous work, the idea is the same: encourage
viewers to extrapolate meaning based on their own experiences, the context of the
show, or however else they might contextualize it in their own lives.



He says, “I think each one of those pieces holds up very nicely by those particular
artists. Each one has its own unique message. I hope people come and see it and enjoy
it as much as we do.”

Correction: Michael Schonhoff's name was spelled incorrectly in an earlier version of
this story.

"All Things Being Equal: Selections from the Nerman Collection" at the Kansas City Art
Institute Gallery through Sunday, October 17 at 4415 Warwick Blvd, Kansas City, MO
64111. Free and open to the public with registration. 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/all-things-being-equal-selections-from-the-nerman-collection-tickets-168139169783?utm_source=eventbrite&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=post_publish&utm_content=shortLinkNewEmail
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https://www.kcur.org/tags/kcai
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Getting Soccer Fans Into Art? Thats̓ the Goal.
A new gallery at the stadium of Tottenham Hotspur, a top London club, is presenting contemporary works to visitors, with
mixed results.

By Alex Marshall

Aug. 16, 2021

LONDON — Annie Lawrence, 8, was looking excited on Sunday afternoon. She was about to see Tottenham Hotspur, the soccer team she
supports, play its first game of the English Premier League season — but her exhilaration wasn’t entirely because of the impending
game.

Lawrence was standing in OOF, a gallery dedicated to art about soccer that opened last month in a building attached to the club’s stadium
gift shop. Some of the works on display seemed to be making her as happy as a Tottenham win.

OOF’s opening show, “Balls” (until Nov. 21) features 17 pieces of contemporary art made using soccer balls, or representing them. There’s
one made out of concrete, and another in silicon that looks like it’s covered in nipples.

Pointing at a huge bronze of a deflated ball by Marcus Harvey, Lawrence said, “I’d like that one in my bedroom.” The artist said in a
phone interview that the work might evoke anything from Britain’s decline as an imperial power to the end of childhood.

Yet for Lawrence, its appeal was simpler: “It looks like you could sit in it, like a couch,” she said.

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/by/alex-marshall
https://www.nytimes.com/by/alex-marshall
https://www.instagram.com/oof_gallery/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/art/reviews/can-art-inspired-beautiful-game-tell-us-society/


Fans making their way to Tottenham Hotspur’s stadium on Sunday for the club’s first match of the English Premier League season. Alex Ingram for The New York Times



The futuristic Tottenham Hotspur stadium viewed from a window of the gallery. Alex Ingram for The New York Times



Annie Lawrence, 8, posing in front of one of her favorite works in the show: “Kipple #2” by Dominic Watson. Alex Ingram for The New York Times



Lawrence then took her father upstairs and looked at a piece called “The Longest Ball in the World,” by the French artist Laurent Perbos.
“It’s looks like a sausage!” she said, before grinning for photos in front of another piece that features a papier-mâché soccer ball rotating
in a microwave.

Not everyone was so enthusiastic about the works on display. Downstairs, Ron Iley, 71, looked at the ball covered in nipples by the
Argentine artist Nicola Costantino. “Load of rubbish,” he said, then walked out.

The worlds of art and soccer don’t necessarily mix. The most well-known recent work to combine both is a bust of Cristiano Ronaldo, the
Portuguese player, that made headlines when it was unveiled in 2017 because it looked nothing like him. Other pieces, like Andy Warhol’s
acrylic silk-screens of Pelé, are little more than simple tributes to great sportsmen.

Eddy Frankel, an art critic who founded OOF with the gallerists Jennie and Justin Hammond, said he wanted to show that art about
football, as soccer is known in Britain, can be exciting, complex and thought-provoking. “We’re using football to express ideas about
society,” Frankel said. “If you want to talk about racism, bigotry, homophobia, or if you want to talk community and belief and passion: All
of that, you can with football.”

Frankel said he used to keep his passion for soccer quiet in Britain’s art world, since “you can’t really get away with being into both.” That
changed one night, in 2015, when he was at Sotheby’s to report on an auction of a monumental painting by Gerhard Richter, the German
painter. The sale clashed with a game featuring Tottenham Hotspur, the club Frankel supports, so he started watching the match on his
phone. Soon, about 15 people behind him were leaning over to get a view, he said.

“I just went, ‘Oh, so there are people who care about football in the art world like I do,” Frankel said.

In 2018 he launched OOF as a magazine that explored the intersection of his passions. “We thought we’d maybe get away with four
issues,” he said. The biannual magazine is now on issue eight.

Setting up an exhibition space seemed the logical next step, Frankel said, adding that he initially wanted to open it in a former kebab shop
near Tottenham Hotspur’s stadium, which is in an area about eight miles north of London’s traditional gallery districts. But when he and
his partners approached the local council for help, they suggested contacting the club instead, which offered a 19th century townhouse
that sits incongruously outside the club’s futuristic stadium and is attached to its gift shop.

Most of the works on display at OOF are for sale, with some pieces worth up to $120,000, yet the gallery has a much higher footfall than
most commercial galleries. More than 60,000 fans come to the stadium on game days, and on Sunday, a few hundred spectators peeled off
from the crowds for a look around, many dressed in Tottenham Hotspur’s uniform.

A visitor photographs Nicola Costantino’s “Male Nipples Soccer Ball, Chocolate and
Peach.” Alex Ingram for The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/29/sports/soccer/cristiano-ronaldo-bust-looks-nothing-like-him-real-madrid.html
https://cranbrookartmuseum.org/artwork/andy-warhol-edson-pele-from-10-portraits-of-athletes/
https://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/02/10/richter-leads-sothebys-london-contemporary-art-sales/


OOF is located in a 19th-century townhouse owned by the club that can be reached via the stadium gift shop. Alex Ingram for The New York Times



“We’re basically running a museum, without a museum budget,” Frankel said.

A tongue-in-cheek sign at the entrance asks visitors not to kick the art, but not everyone had complied, Frankel said: On a recent visit,
Ledley King, a former Tottenham Hotspur captain, had given “The Longest Ball in the World” a light boot.

Pebros, the artist behind the work, laughed when told about the incident in a telephone interview. “Maybe he doesn’t go to many galleries,
so he didn’t know,” he said.

The current squad, including its famed striker Harry Kane, had not yet been to visit the gallery, Frankel said. The players were trying to
keep social interactions to a minimum during the pandemic.

“Obviously, we’re a commercial gallery so it’d be nice to sell some art,” Frankel said. “But the real success is if we can get loads of people
through the door, and get them to engage in contemporary art, who normally wouldn’t,” he added.

Many of the several hundred visitors on Sunday fit that bill. “We don’t go to galleries if we’re honest,” said Hannah Barnato, 27, there with
her partner. “But it’s interesting. It’s different,” she said.

Abigail Lane’s “Self-Portrait as a Pheasant" is made from a football, bird wings, oil paint, painted wood and glass. Alex Ingram for The New York Times

Sam Rabin, one of three guides in the gallery who talk the fans through the works, said that was a common reaction. “I’ve never heard
the phrase, ‘It’s different,’ more than I have working here,” he said.

But many visitors, especially children, showed a deep connection with the art on display, he said, adding that this proved soccer and art
were not the separate worlds they might seem. “They’re both emotional experiences,” he said. “They’re both worthwhile experiences.”







Demonstrators in Rotterdam rally on behalf of Afghans protesting and fleeing the Taliban. Photo: Donald Trung
Quoc Don/Wikipedia Commons.
August 25, 2021 at 5:16pm

HUNDREDS OF ARTISTS SIGN OPEN LETTER CALLING FOR US TO OFFER
ASYLUM TO AFGHAN CULTURE WORKERS

More than 350 cultural workers including artists Coco Fusco, Joyce Kozloff, Susan
Meiselas, Naeem Mohaiemen, Walid Raad, Michael Rakowitz, Martha Rosler, Hank
Willis Thomas, Cecilia Vicuña, and Martha Wilson, as well as writers Teju Cole, Hari
Kunzru, Viet Thanh Nguyen, and Lynne Tillman, have lent their signatures to a fiery open
letter from Arts for Afghanistan demanding that the US government “do everything in its
power” to assist at-risk Afghans fleeing the country in an attempt to escape the newly
ascendant Taliban rule. According to the authors of the letter, released August 24, the
members of this group—among them artists, curators, writers, filmmakers, and
performers—were in a precarious position even before the militant Islamist coalition’s

https://www.artforum.com/news/hundreds-of-artists-sign-open-letter-calling-for-us-to-offer-asylum-to-afghan-culture-workers-86405
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1HTVmsNA5FIQYnCiWDLKe_VvacXNh-QKOZBq8_Bo8ja0/edit?urp=gmail_link
https://www.artforum.com/
https://www.artforum.com/subscribe?tid=NAVT


swift rise to power, thanks to their efforts in illuminating Afghans’ daily lives and 
aspirations often with the approval and assistance of the US government, which has now 
effectively abandoned them.

In the letter, Arts for Afghanistan calls for the US government to expedite visas for cultural 
workers and drop the stipulation that the visas be processed in a third country. Reaching 
out to countries beyond the United States, the missive’s writers additionally “call on 
governments of all nations to facilitate the evacuation and resettlement of Afghan refugees 
by offering asylum and aid,” asserting, “We insist on the protection of all who have 
devoted themselves to fostering free expression and civil society in Afghanistan.”

“Art is a proxy for humanity,” said Eric Gottesman, a political scientist and one of the 
letter’s coauthors. “As we can see unfolding in real time in Afghanistan and elsewhere 
around the world, the voices of artists are considered dangerous because they speak truth 
to power.”

Also signing the missive were arts and humanitarian organizations the Authors Guild, 
CECArtsLink, Creative Capital, For Freedoms, Magnum Foundation, and PEN America, 
the last of which recently called on the US government to protect its writers in Afghanistan 
after two Pen Afghanistan members were murdered by the Taliban.

https://www.artforum.com/news/pen-joins-calls-to-expedite-visas-for-afghans-86354
https://www.artforum.com/news/marisa-albanese-1947-2021-86409
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A Memorial to Victims of Gun
Violence, Told Through Their

Keepsakes
At the National Building Museum, Hank Willis Thomas and Mass Design Group 

conceive a house-like memorial that pays tribute to shooting victims through 
mementos donated by their family members.

BY RYAN WADDOUPS

April 13, 2021
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According to the nonprofit research group Gun Violence Archive, nearly 40,000
Americans succumb to gun violence every year—an epidemic of such great
magnitude that it often reduces victims to mere statistics. Though many of their
stories remain forever untold, some are being permanently enshrined in the Gun
Violence Memorial Project, a poignant memorial to victims conceived by the
conceptual artist Hank Willis Thomas and Mass Design Group in partnership with
gun violence prevention organizations Purpose Over Pain and Everytown for Gun
Safety at the National Building Museum in Washington, D.C. 

The project “provides a space for people to share their stories and give voice to the
human side” of the gun violence crisis, says Michael Murphy, founder of Mass
Design Group. It comprises four house-like structures built from 700 glass bricks,
referencing the weekly death toll from gun-related violence in the U.S. Each brick
contains a remembrance object—photographs, baby shoes, graduation tassels, and
prayer books among them—donated by victims’ family members to preserve their
individual memories and communicate the enormity of the gun violence crisis in
built space. “It’s an ever-changing testimony to love, loss, and life,” continues

Murphy. “With each story, the entire memorial changes and grows.” Also featured
are excerpts from Comes the Light, a forthcoming documentary directed by Haroula
Rose and produced by Caryn Capotosto about the devastating effects of gun
violence.

https://www.gunviolencearchive.org/
https://www.nbm.org/exhibition/gvmp/
https://www.surfacemag.com/articles/studio-visit-artist-hank-willis-thomas-for-freedoms-super-pac-presidential-election-2016/
https://www.everytown.org/
https://www.surfacemag.com/undefined/
https://www.surfacemag.com/


For Thomas, the project takes on an acutely personal touch. “My family felt the
effects of gun violence firsthand when my cousin was murdered during a robbery in
2000,” he says of his late relative, Songha, the namesake of the public art practice
Songha & Company. “My life, and by extension my artistic practice, has been
influenced ever since.” 

Thomas previously meditated on the crisis through a monumental sculpture, 14,719
(2018), shown at his mid-career survey at the Portland Art Museum, in which strips
of blue fabric reminiscent of the U.S. flag were hand-stitched with one white star for
every person nationwide who died from gun violence that year. They descended
from the museum’s soaring atrium, creating a chapel of loss that questions the
second-amendment patriotism that many mistake for the right to kill. “The most
likely way for young African American men to die is by gun violence,” Thomas told
the New York Times. “But all you have to be is alive in America and you can fall
victim.” 

Mass Design Group, a nonprofit Boston-based design collective, has risen to
prominence for architectural projects such as hospitals in Rwanda, a cholera
treatment center in Haiti, and a “waiting village” for pregnant women in Malawi that
advocate for human dignity, social justice, and healing. In 2018, the firm completed

the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama, that honors
more than 4,000 victims of racially motivated lynching. For the Gun Violence
Memorial Project, the firm strove to “communicate the enormity of the epidemic
while also honoring the individuals whose lives have been taken,” says senior
associate Jha D. Williams. “The recognizable form of the wood lattice and glass
houses are but the framework in which the more intimate narrative is shared; theALL STORIES  PREVIOUS  NEXT
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memorial is the willingness of families to share personal artifacts and stories of their loved 
ones.

The Gun Violence Memorial Project is being presented alongside “Justice Is Beauty:
The Work of Mass Design Group,” a retrospective of the firm’s work, through
September 25. It previously appeared at the Chicago Cultural Center during the 2019
Chicago Architecture Biennial, though plans are underway to find a permanent
location as a national memorial. Murphy hopes it will mark the “beginning of a
multi-year initiative to collect objects from across the country” that will display in
52 houses—a number that symbolizes weeks in a year and the number of U.S. states
and territories—on the National Mall. His vision isn’t unlike the NAMES Project’s
AIDS Memorial Quilt, which displayed there in 1987. (Julie Rhoad, former president
of the NAMES Project Foundation, is now a senior director of Mass Design Group.)

And if you can’t attend in person, check out Everytown’s Moments That Survive, a
digital campaign that lets people share their stories and build community among
fellow survivors.

https://www.nbm.org/exhibition/justice-is-beauty/
https://www.surfacemag.com/articles/yesomi-umolu-chicago-architecture-biennial-2019/
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(All images courtesy of the National Building Museum)
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Arts and Culture

The Monumental Tour Art Exhibition Comes to Englewood.

Danielle Sanders, Interim Managing Editor
June 24, 2021

When people speak of the Englewood neighborhood in Chicago, they rarely mention art, culture, walking trails, or sustainable food. Anton Seals,
Co-Founder and Executive Director of Grow, Greater Englewood is working to change that.   With the Monumental Tour, an outdoor installation
featuring the works of acclaimed artist, Hank Willis Thomas, and Arthur Jafa, Anton Seals hopes this latest project continues to lift and empower
the Englewood community.

On display until the end of August, Hank Williams Thomas, “All Power to All People” will be
located in Englewood Square at 5801 S. Halsted and Arthur Jafa’s “Big Wheel” will be in
Bronzeville at the Blanc Gallery at 4445 S. Martin Luther King Jr., Drive.  The Monumental
Tour is a national tour that brings iconic monuments across the United States for the purposes
of advancing the demand for racial equity.

Hank Willis Thomas’ All Power to All People is a provocative artwork combining the Afro pick
and the Black Power salute, both icons of Black identity and empowerment. At approximately
28 feet tall, the work stands as a symbol of community, strength, perseverance, comradeship,
and belonging. The sculpture’s title references a legendary Black Panther Party slogan—its
arrival to Chicago, where the Illinois chapter of the Black Panther Party was headquartered, is
a celebration of Chicago’s contribution to civic engagement and the advancement of social
justice. All Power to All People is illustrative of the artist’s longstanding investigation into the
role public art plays in shaping collective discourse and societal values.

“Art has always been the dialogue of revolution, pushing urgent issues to the forefront of
culture,” said Marsha Reid, Director of Kindred Arts. “We believe these monumental symbols
of identity and empowerment, by Thomas and Jafa, have a critical role to play in our historical
moment in time.”

Arthur Jafa’s Big Wheel is a spacious, yearning, and open-ended installation comprising four
gargantuan, seven-foot tires originally made for monster trucks. Each is laced with a mesh of
iron chain; in lieu of hubcaps, abstract medallion sculptures are 3-D printed from melted
chains. Like industrial chakras, they manifest Jafa’s obsession with the culture of monster

vehicles that has fascinated him since his Mississippi childhood. The heavy manufacturing evokes America’s economic changes, notably the

deindustrialization and transition to the service economy that Jafa’s generation watched unfold and that dashed so many Black middle-class 
aspirations. The installation features a sound component consisting of a loop of Teddy Pendergrass ballads that emit from floor speakers. The 
songs are as much an authentic product of late-industrial America as are the tires and gantry.

“Wide Awakes Chicago’s intention is to respect the value of Black spaces by placing the artists’ works directly within the sight of residents from 
the Bronzeville and Englewood communities,” said Wide Awakes Chicago member, Mario Smith. “The Chicago leg of The Monumental Tour will 
also spark dialogue and reintroduce some of Chicago’s finest visual artists, DJs, and musicians to the city as we begin to reopen.”

Established in 2014, Grow Greater Englewood works to build a community in which all people can live safe, happy, healthy, and fulfilling lives, 
now and into the future. Grow Greater Englewood is a social enterprise that works with residents and developers to create sustainable, food 
economies and green businesses to empower residents to create wellness and wealth. Anton Seals spoke about the importance of the 
Monumental Tour in the Englewood community saying, “when this opportunity came, we wanted to be able to toy with this notion of what does it 
mean, to have black spaces. So, this becomes an opportunity. We started in the farmers market there on Halsted, which used to be a big vacant 
lot. There is beauty in our own community, and we just do not want to talk about it, we must demonstrate it.  In addition, we have a farm, we are 
building with Chicago architecture biennial site as well. There will be a plaza area that we are in the middle of constructing that will be on the 
other side near Halsted. So, there is a lot that is going to be synergized. We thought this all power to all people would be a good conversation 
starter for drawing attention to what does it mean to have black spaces”?

He continued saying, “with the Monumental Tour just having these black artists of note display their pieces in our communities, that is significant. 
These artists sell their pieces for millions of dollars, and they are on display around the world but for them, they said, yeah that is nice but what 
does that do for the black aesthetic? That is our responsibility, but it is also a mirror back to the community.  What is it that we really want and 
what is already here and how do we connect those dots?  That is where people who are weavers, like me, come in.  I am a weaver. I am a 
leader, but I am also a weaver. I like to weave and bring and create platforms for others and institutions because that is the only way that we are 
going to survive”.
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How Artists Are Re-Imagining Basketball
Kevin Beasley, Suzanne McClelland and Hank Willis Thomas use sports jerseys to consider the
game’s politics of gender, race and class 

E BY EMILY STAMEY IN PROFILES | 28 APR 21

Although invented in 1891, basketball only became a widespread cultural obsession in the US in the 1980s and ’90s with the

rise of cable television. The game’s fast pace and visual dynamism appealed to fans watching from home, while its

accessibility meant they could easily play scrimmage at the park or in their driveways. In turn, multi-billion-dollar team

franchises leveraged the star power of their players for elaborate promotions and branded apparel: this was the era of Nike’s

Air Jordan sneakers and films such as He Got Game (1998). As a phenomenon that transcends sport and touches pop culture

from film to fashion, basketball appears in the work of a number of contemporary artists, who treat it as emblematic of

American society and, in particular, its dynamics of race and gender. Kevin Beasley, Suzanne McClelland and Hank Willis

Thomas all incorporate basketball jerseys into their work as signifiers of the game and the individuals – especially women

and people of colour – who might find their own stories reflected in it. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, South Bend, 2�12. Courtesy: the artist and Jack Shainman
Gallery, New York

Comprising more than a dozen women’s jerseys, McClelland’s slyly titled Well Hung (2004) pays tribute to the early

accomplishments of the US Women’s National Basketball Association. When she completed the piece, the organization was

less than a decade old but had already expanded to 13 teams and attracted more than 50 million fans. Yet, as McClelland told

me when I spoke to her about the work, on visiting the NBA flagship store in New York, she found that ‘women’s jerseys were

relegated to one messy circular display rack near the bathrooms in the basement’. Well Hung, in contrast, is triumphant:

embellished with pearls, sequins and feathers, the jerseys form a raucous celebration banner.

Rather than sewing her jerseys together, McClelland fastened them with safety pins and bows. Those fragile ties refer to the

work’s political context: in the wake of the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, McClelland considered both the military and sporting

connotations of the term ‘draft’. Drafted soldiers’ service is compulsory, but all they know is that they will be fighting for their

country. Drafted sports players’ participation is voluntary, but they do not know for which team they will ultimately play.

Team cohesion in both circumstances can be mentally and emotionally tenuous; bonds can be severed as soldiers are sent to

new assignments or players traded elsewhere. Of course, both soldiers and players also wear uniforms to reinforce their

collective identity. In her pinned and tied-together assemblage of jerseys from different teams, McClelland underscores both

the power and fragility of such unions.  
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Although likewise constructed of jerseys, Thomas’s South Bend (2012) represents Division 1 schools: the powerhouses of 

intercollegiate athletics in the US. While McClelland’s jerseys extend horizontally, like so many players lined up for a team photo, 

Thomas’s composition is decidedly singular, its vertical span of 1.9 metres akin to the height of a player. Geometric segments cut 

from jerseys are sewn together, leaving a fractured central motif of half-square triangles, known among quilters as the ‘broken 

dishes’ pattern. According to some historical accounts, this design was hung from windows as a signal to guide escaped slaves to 

freedom along the Underground Railroad.

Throughout his practice, Thomas draws parallels between the commodification of Black bodies in slavery and in professional sports. 

In his 2016 essay, ‘What Goes without Saying’, he notes with unease: ‘For so many African American men [...] the idea of ascending 

is chained to ascending through sports and entertainment.’ With that in mind, South Bend reads as a warning to Black men not to 

see their path to success as limited to sports. Thomas’s poignant use of college jerseys evokes the unpaid labour of student athletes, 

the majority of them Black, in those programmes that generate millions of dollars for their universities. Notably, in Thomas’s 

assemblage of jersey fragments, the players’ names are absent, giving the impression of so many interchangeable bodies as mere 

cogs in a money-making machine.

Repetition likewise plays an essential role in Beasley’s Harden (2017), albeit to different formal effect. The imposing artwork 

comprises a panel of burgundy acoustic foam covered in multiple jerseys with the name and number of star player James 

Harden, then with the Houston Rockets. Split along their sides and stretched out so that both front and back are 

simultaneously visible, the jerseys can be read as a makeshift bandage or a joint effort to protect the form beneath. This 

distention, coupled with the jerseys’ bloody hue, could also be interpreted as the aftermath of a physical conflict. As with the 

work’s shapes and colours, Beasley’s title invites multiple interpretations. ‘Harden’, when taken as a word rather than a proper 

name, underscores the literal rigidity of the jerseys, which are sealed in polyurethane resin. It also has an emotional tenor, 

evoking the hardening of one’s resolve in a fight or, even, of the heart against pain. In the wake of the 2020 protests for racial 

justice, Harden retrospectively might be seen as a call for collective resolve.

That tension of unity in the face of division defines basketball itself, a game played by opposing teams. Deploying the sport’s 

broad cultural appeal, Beasley, McClelland and Thomas create works at once familiar and unsettling, asking us to consider 

the ways we must come together despite the fractures that keep us apart. 
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Hank Willis �omas wants
America to wake up

On 3 October, thousands marched through Manha�an, slicing the island all the way from Harlem
through Downtown, in colourful capes, make-up, and accessories. It was a beautiful fall day, an
a�ernoon of joy and pride, manifested in colours, music, and one united slogan. �ey were the ‘Wide
Awakes’, a vibrant network of artists, musicians, social workers, community organisers, educators,

�e New York member and artist discusses his new installations and taking his investment
in social change beyond gallery walls
By Osman Can Yerekeban&nbsp; &nbsp;Monday 2 November, 2020
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and healthcare operators. Stilt walkers on towering poles, breakdancers and chorus singers all took to
Manha�an’s wide streets to fight injustice and call for action before the presidential election.  

At the crowd’s forefront was artist Hank Willis �omas, waving a flag decorated with a large eye fully
open – widely awake – in his black oilcloth cape do�ed with bright colours. For Freedoms, the art and
social justice organisation he cofounded with fellow artist Eric Go�esman, was an organiser of the
march, where the energy in the eyes radiated over every mask. �omas is an artist who continuously
asks what emancipation in the 21st century means and looks like, and there he was spearheading a
movement that adopts its name and mission with a group of 19th-century abolitionists. ‘We have to
radically imagine the world that we want to live in for it to exist,’ he had told me before the march.
‘We can learn from the past, study the past, yet also not fall as a way to avoid the traps.’



�e art world has always established its own vanguards, but �omas, in recent years, has been a
particular mastery of social activism. �is has been embodied through art in all forms, from billboards
on highways to projections over government buildings. He has been cra�ing ways of social
engagement and community action against structural inequalities, as well as the increasing acts of
racially charged police brutality. If art-making is foremost a gesture, �omas’ has been defined by
activism, a dedication prompted by the nation’s precarious profile of social justice. ‘Race, colonialism,
capitalism and industrialisation are finite games, designed to create boxes for limitation and scarcity,’
he says. ‘�e infinite game is about abundance.’ Hope will lie in the core of his practice, and he
believes in the power of change through alliance.   

During the 2018 midterm elections, For Freedoms launched its 50 States, 50 Billboards project to
bring a�ention-calling billboards to every American state, each designed by an artist with support
from 2,221 Kickstarter backers. Proving museums can go beyond exhibiting art, �omas and his team
collaborated with 220 institutions across the country to support the billboards’ mission with town
hall meetings. Local communities came together with artists, scholars and activists for think-tanks on
how democracy and freedom could walk hand in hand.  

From marches a�ended by thousands to town hall meetings, �omas’ invitation has been an open
one to join the discussion, a get-together of all voices to talk and listen. ‘I don’t tend to subscribe to
ideas about division. I understand race as a fabrication designed to divide and conquer,’ he says.
‘Race is in your tongue the moment you open your mouth. You’ve been classified and racialised to
demoralise you or make you feel be�er.’ He believes in the power of speech where everyone has
equal entitlement to a voice. And he’s commi�ed to carve that space, be it making a larger-than-life

speech bubble sculpture for anyone to jump inside to speak up, or projecting testimonies from
inmates onto the U.S. Department of Justice in Washington or the Manha�an Detention Center. 





'�e idea in the USA of building a perfect union suggests both its
failure, desire and necessity always to improve it'

�omas’ investment in social change goes beyond museum walls. For over a decade, he has been
playfully revealing how visual languages of popular culture, advertising and media shape, chronicle
and institutionalise racial bias. He handles visual, local, historical and institutionally rooted aesthetics
through fibreglass, bronze, steel sculptures or photographs, which manipulate society’s fixed notions
on class and power.  

A currently travelling mid-career survey of his work, which kicked o� last year at the Portland
Museum of Art and has recently opened at the Cincinnati Art Museum, is titled All �ings Being
Equal…, aptly le� with an ellipsis. �e answer to why the title is kept open-ended is evident in the
works. ‘Absolut No Return’ (2008) manipulates the image of a doorway in a slave house in Goree
Island, Senegal, which led the enslaved onto ships that set sail to the New World. �e doorway here
resembles the recognisable shape of a bo�le of Absolut Vodka. In an earlier version, titled Absolut
Power (2003), the vodka bo�le is the slave ship, in which innumerable dark-skinned bodies lie
stacked inside. According to �omas, the work communicates ‘how a simple idea about someone
else can enable others to take horrific action in the name of commerce.’ Similar to other 90-plus
works on view, this image reflects on our purpose by heralding the work of our ancestors who kept
our species alive before we created industrialisation.







social envisioning for a just new world. His monumental travelling sculpture, ‘All Power To All People’,
is presented by Kindred Arts and marks the journey of a 25-foot steel ploy combining a black Afro
comb with the Black Power fist salute across various public locations in the US, as divided states
await the presidential election in November.  

‘I’m interested in the iconography of everyday objects,’ is �omas’ way of explaining how the
oversized beautification tool came to hold court at the Human Rights Campaign headquarters in
Washington DC for all to see. �e display’s closing coincided with the anniversary march
commemorating the historic March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, where Martin Luther King
Jr u�ered his 1963 ‘I Have a Dream’ speech that changed Black public consciousness forever.
�erefore, its significance highlights the artist’s concern for assembling citizens and voters among
American youth to make use of their democratic rite for good, similar to his mission with the Wide
Awakes march. �e sculpture, the march, or his overall practice, a�est to and recharge Black
communities’ unwavering ability to persevere, command justice, and rise to worth in areas that have
worked to erase them.

With his sculptures, the artist repositions the familiar into the uncanny and provides his audience
with the tools to become voluntary thinkers and activists, capable of achieving their own political and
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Hank Willis Thomas, Colonialism and

Abstract Art, 2019) (image courtesy the

artist)

The 1936 “Cubism and Abstract Art”
graphic by the founding director of the
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), Alfred
J. Barr, Jr., has become the stuff of
legend in art circles. In it, Barr presents
a very pared-down history of art that
condenses many movements into a
teleological chart that reinforces the
importance of Cubism and its ilk. Like
colonialism itself, this version of history
is in service of one thing: justifying the
dominance of modern European
civilization, even if, as in this case, it is
focused on a particular cultural
movement.

PHOTO ESSAYS

Hank Willis Thomas
Gives an Infamous
Modern Art Diagram a
Postcolonial Update
The conceptual artist provides a much needed update to
Alfred J. Barr, Jr’s well-known chart.

Hrag Vartanian October 1, 2020
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Artist Hank Willis Thomas has updated the arcane image for his exhibition at
Maruani Mercier Gallery in Brussels, Belgium. He’s expanded the image to not
only bring it forward to the year 1970 but has also incorporated the structural
realities of society that Barr consciously ignored. Because of the location of the
show, the emphasis is understandably on Belgian history. Some connections may
seem obtuse at first, but slowly they make sense, like the connection between
copper mining and Art Deco — I mean, all those shiny metals used for streamlined
details and forms, as well as radios and electronics, had to come from somewhere,
right?

In this image, the power relationships and structural oppression easily mingle
with academic art terms, and all together they look like a web of relationships that
can be as contradictory and confusing as Barr’s chart is simplistic and naive.

Thomas’s graphic demonstrates how we can alter myopic visions of art in ways
that continue to engage with historical works while not allowing them to eclipse
the larger and evolving histories that help us understand our world.

Belgium and Congo were forcibly connected for a century — with one of those
nations clearly benefiting at the expense of the other. So, one wonders, what does
that mean for art? When we look at a painting by Belgian Surrealist René Magritte
should we also consider how Congo factors into his work?

https://maruanimercier.com/


Hank Willis Thomas Asks And

Answers America’s Toughest

Questions About Race At

Cincinnati Art Museum

447 views | Sep 23, 2020, 01:50pm EDT

Chadd Scott Contributor

Arts

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), 'The Cotton Bowl,' from the series, 'Strange Fruit,' 2011.  
IMAGE COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK. © HANK WILLIS THOMAS.

Every single one of Hank Willis Thomas’ searing artworks on view now at 
the Cincinnati Art Museum has a “ripped from the headlines” feel. Thomas
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examines, explores, interrogates and lays bare the Black experience in
America with the varying subtlety of a scalpel and a sledgehammer.

Every piece seems to directly address one or more of the tragedies
experienced throughout 2020 by America’s Black community. Take your
pick from the recent police murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and
Damien Daniels to the recent police shootings of Willie Henley and Jacob
Blake, the modern day lynching of Ahmaud Arbery, the disproportionate
burden of Covid-19 deaths, the widening wealth gap, a resurgence in overt,
public expressions of white supremacy or a throwback, race-baiting
president sent from the Jim Crow-era.

This artwork, however, wasn’t inspired by 2020.

These pieces weren’t created in 2020.

Hank Willis Thomas: All Things Being Equal… is a retrospective. The
almost 100 works on display were created over the past 20 years. Thomas’
work reminds us that while millions of new advocates to the equal rights
movement have been made in 2020, the traumas which have moved
contemporary converts to action are nothing new to those suffering them
directly.

The same traumas have been taking place for decades. Generations.
Centuries.

“Hank Willis Thomas asks us to see and challenge systems of inequality that
are woven into the fabric of contemporary life; he asks us to participate and
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understand that our participation in a gallery is continuous with
participation in the world,” Nathaniel Stein, Associate Curator of
Photography at the Cincinnati Art Museum, told Forbes.com. “His work
invites us to look at history, be unafraid of the lessons it holds for our future,
and–paraphrasing him–listen for the parts of each of us that are in others.”

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), 'Guernica,' 2016. Mixed media, including sport jerseys, ... 
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK. © HANK WILLIS THOMAS.

This show represents the first comprehensive mid-career survey of Thomas’ 
work. Included are early photographic series, sculptures and multi-media 
works reinterpreting the photographic record of historic twentieth-century 
events, monumental textile works constructed from reclaimed prison 
uniforms and athletic jerseys, interactive video installations and public art 
projects. Twenty years of artistry are encompassed during which Thomas 
has explored how the visual languages of popular culture, advertising and 
media shape society and individual perspective, structuring and trading 
upon notions of race and gender.

“Thomas’s work asks us to see and be critical about the roles we play as 
participants in systems that support inequality, yet it also tells us that the 
reason for this hard examination is that we have the power to build fuller life 
together,” Stein said.



“Hard examination.”

Thomas’ work requires it. You won’t find still lifes of peonies or bucolic
landscapes here.

Absolut Power recreates the horrors of slave ships inside an Absolute Vodka
bottle. The Cotton Bowl, Strange Fruit, Futbol and Chain, Branded Head,
Guernica and others expose stomach-churning through lines connecting
slavery to the prevalence of African-Americans in sports. Public Enemy
(Black and Gold) lives with onlookers long after it has been experienced.

Thomas’ art is a workout.

It’s also necessary.

Necessary considering how millions of Americans continue to deny that
Black lives matter. Necessary where a legal system from policing to
prosecution and incarceration continues to disadvantage Black people when
compared to whites. Necessary when Americans across the country feel it
compelled to take to the streets and protest for equality, and necessary
where state governors vow to enact harsher punishments for those
protestors while completely failing to address the conditions which drove
them to the streets.
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Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), 'Public Enemy (Black and Gold),' variation with  ash, ... 
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK. © HANK WILLIS THOMAS.

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), 'Public Enemy (Black and Gold),' 2017. Screenprint on ... 

COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK. © HANK WILLIS THOMAS.

But joy can also be found in Thomas’ work if you know where to look.



“One of the artworks that says this to me, personally, most movingly is I Am.
Amen, a 20-panel painting that moves us through historical and personal
permutations of the phrase ‘I am a man,’” Stein said. “That proclamation,
taken from signs held aloft by marchers in the 1968 Memphis Sanitation
Workers strike, shouldn’t be necessary, but it was and is, the last panel of
Thomas’s artwork changes the phrase to ‘I Am. Amen.,’ a profound–and
joyful—affirmation of existence and individual consciousness in a world that
sometimes wants to extinguish both.”

This exhibition has been realized in collaboration with a Community
Committee. Composed of volunteer thinkers, activists and artists recruited
locally, the Community Committee has illuminated the artwork anew with
their voices and views, which visitors will encounter both in the gallery and
in public engagement programs. This initiative responds to a common
complaint aimed at art museums, where even when displaying the work of
minority artists, that work is most often curated by a white curator, for a
white museum director and ends up consciously or unconsciously
programmed to white audiences.

“We approached the project this way because the artist’s work calls us to,
and out of personal and professional conviction among the project team to
push the field away from established, sometimes exclusionary methods,”
Stein said.

In response to a summer of Covid-19 deaths and Black Lives Matter
activism, the museum and committee are reimagining a collection of public
programs exploring pressing questions raised by the exhibition while
following evolving public health and safety guidelines. Details about digital,
on-site and off-site programming will be posted to the musuem’s website
throughout the fall.

https://www.cincinnatiartmuseum.org/hankwillisthomas


Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), 'I Am. Amen.,' 2009. Liquitex on canvas, 25 1/4 × 19 × 1/4 ... 
IMAGE COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK. © HANK WILLIS THOMAS.

“The pandemic and the Movement for Black Lives both focused acute 
attention on the question of what is considered essential in our society, who 
gets to define and speak loudest about that question, and in what forums,” 
Stein said. “We reoriented our thinking around what we could contribute to 
pressing needs regarding trauma and healing; political process and civic 
discourse; and envisioning the future. With our community partners, we 
devised programs that address each of these areas.”

What has the result been?

“I’ve seen visitors break out into applause, I’ve seen them feel angry, I’ve 
seen people feel heard and represented, I’ve seen them cry,” Stein said. “I 
see visitors telling their circles it is necessary to come to the exhibition; I see 
them truly engage—which is the most important thing.”

Hank Willis Thomas: All Things Being Equal… can be seen at the Cincinnati 
Art Museum through November 8.



Wake up call: artist Hank Willis Thomas wants to spur
voter turnout with the Wide Awakes group
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NEWS ELECTION 2020

Based on the 1860 Wide Awake movement that mobilised against
slavery and helped elect Lincoln, the new network of artists and
creatives has launched Kickstarter's largest collaboration to date

WALLACE LUDEL MARGARET CARRIGAN

A group known as the Wide Awakes, originally launched in January by Hank Willis Thomas,

is now working to organise a large network of artists, cultural workers and activists in hopes

of fighting injustice and getting out the vote in the lead up to the 2020 presidential election.

Comprised of artists like Thomas, Kehinde Wiley, Arthur Jafa and rafa esparza, along with

organisations such as Creative Time, For Freedoms and the Guild of Future Architects, the

Wide Awake network takes their name from an outspoken group of 19th-century

abolitionists who helped to elect Abraham Lincoln. Thomas's Wide Awake group defines

Wide Awake members attend a Juneteenth celebration in Harlem.



itself as “a network of like minds who create in the name of liberation, artist sovereignty,

and the evolution of society" that aims "to radically reimagine the future and enable self-

emancipation", according to its mission statement.

While most of their events so far have been spontaneous at marches and rallies that had

already been planned, the Wide Awakes are now planning their first coordinated march on 3

October, to commemorate the 160th anniversary of the Grand Procession of the Wide

Artist Wildcat Ebony Brown is part of the Wide Awakes, a group that is encouraging people to get out and vote. Benjamin Lozovsky



Awakes, in which 10,000 protesters marched through New York City in advance of Lincoln's

election. The event will be held in cities across the country as well as virtually.

Additionally, 14 members of the Wide Awakes have launched a Kickstarter that will fund 14

projects across the US, from town halls to dream up new inclusive policies to artistic

interventions to combat voter suppression in the lead up to the 2020 presidential election. It

marks the largest collaboration of cultural leaders Kickstarter has ever seen on its platform.

“I was a mixture of curious and eager to find out what new collective he had envisioned,”

says Patton Hindle, Kickstarter’s Head of Arts, of her initial meeting with Thomas in

January. “It was immediately clear that he had a powerful and historically rooted movement

on his hands, fuelled with joy and inclusivity in a way that no other is, which is exactly

what we need in this moment and our future."

An illustration from an 1860 edition of Harper's Weekly depicting the original Grand Procession of Wide
Awakes in New York.
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The original Wide Awakes were led by young men—and some women, who did not yet have

the right to vote—and cultivated by the Republican Party (Lincoln's political party) during

the 1860 presidential election. Appearing at popular social events and distributing

promotional comic books and art ephemera, the group appealed to a younger generation of

voters beleaguered by the partisan infighting of the 1850s and offered northerners a much-

needed political identity in the face of regressive southern policies.

As a wave of racial reckoning swept the US, the Wide Awakes held large rallies in northern

cities such as New York, Chicago and Philadelphia, turning out in distinctive uniforms

consisting of a black cape under standard banner depicting the image of a large eyeball. After

Lincoln’s inauguration, when political tensions escalated to civil war, many of the Wide

Awake members were among the first wave to join the Union army.

An original Wide Awake flyer from 1860 inspired Amplifier's 2020 version.



The 21st-century reincarnation of the Wide Awakes comes complete with capes inspired by

the original oilcloths and designed by artists Wildcat Ebony Brown, Anya Ayoung Chee,

Kambui Olujimi and Coby Kennedy.

The group has been active since before the Black Lives Matter protests began in late May but,

since then, members have popped up at a Juneteenth celebration in Harlem; Fourth of July

protests in New York, Berlin and Chicago; a 19th amendment rally at Grand Army Plaza in

Brooklyn, and at the March on Washington commemorating the Dr. Martin Luther King's

march for civil rights. On Election Day, 3 November, the Wide Awakes will also hold a virtual

poll party.

The original Wide Awakes wore oilcloth capes, which have inspired the artist-designed capes emblazoned with eyes
Thomas's Wide Awakes group has created.

Burton Historical Collection, Detroit
Public Library



Funds raised from its Kickstarter will be divvied up between the 14 organisations, which

include Kindred Arts, In Plain Sight, Amplifier and more. A full list can be found at the

Kickstarter page , where donations can also be made. Pledges made to the Wide Awakes

come with varying rewards. At the smaller donation level, a $15 pledge yields a Wide Awakes

pin while a t-shirt by Jenny Holzer is available for $45. For donations over $7,500, donors can

receive an original rafa esparza sculpture, a work of art by Michele Pred or a silkscreen by

Thomas, produced in an edition of five. Black capes with the Wide Awake eye are available

for an $85 pledge.

More News Topics US politics Wide Awakes Hank Willis Thomas Rafa Esparza

Michele Pred Jenny Holzer For Freedoms Creative Time Kickstarter

Black Lives Matter
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Wide Awakes updated cloak designs. Jeff Vespa



Rediscovered Paul
Gauguin manuscript
written in his
Polynesian hut reveals
artist's hidden secrets

Van Gogh exhibitions
return—exclusive
news all the way up to
2024

Cranach, Courbet and
Corot: a closer look at
what the Brooklyn
Museum is selling off

Banksy loses
trademark battle over
his famous Flower
Thrower image

Activist employee
group demands
resignations of three
Guggenheim leaders

Cancel art galleries?
Staff take grievances
against employers to
Instagram



The Art Angle Podcast: How Hank Willis Thomas Is Making Politics
an Art Form
On this week's episode, artist and political activist Hank Willis Thomas explains how he strives to address 

society's injustices in his art.

Artnet News (https://news.artnet.com/about/artnet-news-39), July 10, 2020

Hank Willis Thomas is a busy man. The 44-year-old photographer, sculptor, filmmaker, and writer was already a force within the 

rarefied world of visual art before he decided to embrace politics on a large scale. But during the landmark presidential race of 2016, 

Thomas and fellow artist Eric Gottesman co-founded an “anti-partisan” political action committee

(https://news.artnet.com/market/artist-political-action-committee-441083) called For Freedoms (https://forfreedoms.org/) to empower 

artists to channel their creative energy into civic engagement. Along with facilitating major public artworks such as murals and artist-

designed billboards (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/fall-artist-made-billboards-will-installed-50-states-1296806), For Freedoms has 

since grown into a larger nonprofit organization that has held townhall meetings, organized voter-registration drives, and even 

assembled its own multi-day national Congress (https://news.artnet.com/opinion/for-freedoms-congress-1767150) in Los Angeles. Not 

bad for a side hustle.

The son of renowned art historian and photographer Deborah Willis, Thomas first rose to prominence for his early photography, which 

used the visual language of advertising to address systemic injustices such as the exploitation of professional athletes, the scourge 

of mass incarceration, and the original sin of American slavery. Years before the latest wave of activists (https://news.artnet.com/the-

art-angle/art-angle-podcast-christopher-columbus-monument-1889696) began toppling statues (https://news.artnet.com/art-

world/colonial-monuments-topple-europe-1880991) of Christopher Columbus (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/monuments-across-

the-united-states-re-emerged-as-targets-of-fury-over-a-weekend-of-widespread-protest-1876542), Robert E. Lee, and other 

problematic figures in US history, Thomas also began questioning the validity of such monuments with his own large-scale sculptures, 

often creating alternatives to honor the individuals whose sacrifices have been overlooked by mainstream historical narratives.

Thomas once said that his personal experiences prompted him to create art that could “change the world in a more intentional way,” 

and now more than ever, he is doing just that. Through July 16, he and his Los Angeles gallery, Kayne Griffin Corcoran, are teaming 

with Artnet Auctions to present “Bid for  (https://www.artnet.com/auctions/bid-for-peace-0720/)Peace

(https://www.artnet.com/auctions/bid-for-peace-0720/),” a single-lot sale of Thomas’s striking sculpture Peace (2019). All proceeds 

from the auction including the buyer’s premium will be donated to G.L.I.T.S (https://www.glitsinc.org/), Gays and Lesbians Living in a 

Transgender Society, a non-profit organization that protects the rights of transgender sex workers.

A few days before the opening of “Bid for Peace,” Thomas joined Andrew Goldstein on the Art Angle to discuss the evolution of his 

studio practice, artists’ importance to bringing about civic transformation, and whether you might someday see his own name on a 

ballot near you.

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvKZqkLeVhT5f88n1ua1irs1KGLzsp3RzEPMfJWMCEbo71yaFzmwaFPfgrHe3agdcX16SqhNWVwlw16rfCfKONOQs6ZDuuO5IUIwZtgvpmUFVEfeNgGa-GHC3Y7kf-76iMmXaBIFsCqWRV2qtFQZbRExhuxMcWIW2Kd7-L0u-5q2uYXITcJx4aZ5tO189KBbCfTM39SgFBa1TVIrQih1czHpImKzKL5nSBLYFq1hdWMl4rrtrlUH9qupyUUMRBgXDhw9OTLHzuRUZ-3buecpQjvElhNxN6zdyE&sig=Cg0ArKJSzCPv-3jKET6H&adurl=https://www.artnet.com/auctions/herstory-0720/%3Futm_source%3Ddisplay%26utm_medium%3Dbanner-inhs%26utm_campaign%3Dauctions%26utm_content%3Dherstory-0720&nm=2
https://news.artnet.com/about/artnet-news-39


Hank Willis Thomas, “First stages” (2018), from Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, screen print on retroreflective vinyl
with aluminum backing, photograph of Wilmington riots and National Guard occupation by Frank Fahey, 1968 (courtesy of the News Journal), text
from Northeast Conservation Association, Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, c. 1960s (courtesy of the Delaware
Historical Society), 62 x 48 inches; commissioned by the Delaware Art Museum (© Hank Willis Thomas;  all images courtesy the artist and
Delaware Art Museum)

“IMPORTANT,” asserts the opening line of a pamphlet that contemporary conceptual artist Hank Willis Thomas
found a couple years ago at the Delaware Historical Society. “Because you are black, this booklet is important to
you. It may help save your life.”

Art  Interviews

Hank Willis Thomas on Black Survival Guide and Creative Civic

Action

Thomas and fellow artist Ebony Brown talk about interdependence and How to Live Through a Police Riot, an archival
handbook that inspired his 2018 series.

Karen Chernick August 21, 2020

https://hyperallergic.com/tag/hank-willis-thomas/
https://hyperallergic.com/category/art/
https://hyperallergic.com/tag/interviews/
https://hyperallergic.com/author/chernick-karen/
https://hyperallergic.com/


Thomas was doing research for a 2018 commission from the Delaware Art Museum (DAM) to mark the 50th
anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination and Wilmington’s grief-stricken public response, followed
by a nearly unprecedented nine-month-long occupation of the city by National Guardsmen. The artist had seen
photographs of the 1968 occupation of Wilmington but was surprised by this 13-page handbook titled BLACK
SURVIVAL GUIDE OR How To Live Through A Police Riot, typewritten on 8 1/2-by-11-inch office paper.

The guide was full of detailed practical information for worst-case scenarios, like how to stop bleeding and identify
heart attacks, ways to communicate if telephone service was cut off, how much water to stockpile per person per
day, and the importance of knowing all ways to exit one’s home. The pages were a testament to violence, fear, and
perseverance.

Thomas transformed the pamphlet into a screen printed series on retroreflective vinyl called “Black Survival Guide,
or How to Live Through a Police Riot” (2018), overlaying the complete text over images of the Wilmington
occupation. When the DAM exhibited the series in 2018, it coincided with exhibitions of Danny Lyon’s
photographs of the Southern Civil Rights Movement and drawings of the Montgomery bus boycott by Harvey
Dinnerstein and Burton Silverman. The museum recently reinstalled “Black Survival Guide” when it reopened to
the public in early July, in response to the recent wave of Black Lives Matter marches and protests.

I spoke with Thomas about the series this week over speakerphone, as he and his friend, artist Ebony Brown, were
in a car headed to Brooklyn. They were going to an event organized by The Wide Awakes collaborative
commemorating the ratification of the 19th Amendment with music, art, and voter registration assistance. This
interview has been lightly condensed and edited for clarity.

https://delart.org/event/black-survival-guide-or-how-to-live-through-a-police-riot/
https://www.inquirer.com/news/a/wilmington-del-riots-occupation-martin-luther-king-jr-national-guard-20181207.html
http://www.wilmington1968.org/
https://hyperallergic.com/314660/danny-lyon-message-to-the-future-whitney-museum/
https://hyperallergic.com/455107/drawings-of-daily-resistance-from-the-1956-montgomery-bus-boycott/
https://hyperallergic.com/455107/drawings-of-daily-resistance-from-the-1956-montgomery-bus-boycott/
https://news.artnet.com/the-art-angle/art-angle-podcast-black-lives-matter-1879680
https://wideawakes.com/


Hank Willis Thomas, “How to Live through a Police Riot”(2018), from Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, screen print on
retroreflective vinyl with aluminum backing, photograph of Wilmington riots and National Guard occupation by Godfrey C. Pitts, 1968 (courtesy of
the News Journal), text from Northeast Conservation Association, Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, c. 1960s (courtesy
of the Delaware Historical Society), 62 x 48 inches; commissioned by the Delaware Art Museum (© Hank Willis Thomas)

Hyperallergic: What was your research process for the Black Survival Guide? What archival materials did you
look at, and how did you decide to use the booklet and photographs?  

Hank Willis Thomas: I was invited to do this installation at the Delaware Art Museum, and I didn’t know much
about Delaware or Wilmington even though it’s really close to Philadelphia which is where my family is, where my
mom grew up. My mother, Deborah Willis, she’s a historian and artist, and I grew up in libraries and archives.
Through my mother’s work I learned that there’s so much hidden information in archives. So I asked the museum,
and they shared with me all these photographs that they had from the newspaper.

The context was it being the 50th anniversary of the longest occupation of federal troops in an American city
since the Civil War, after the assassination of Martin Luther King. So we went to the [Delaware] Historical Society
to find images that we thought would be really good for that. We wound up in all these boxes and I pulled out this
thing that said “Black Survival Guide” and I was like, what? What is that? It was literally a handbook on how to
survive a police riot.

That was such a revelation that not only was the movement organized, but it was prepared for the worst at all times.
That gave new context to all the photographs I saw of police and National Guardsmen occupying this neighborhood
in Delaware. I wanted to highlight them both, and so I printed in black-on-white the text of the Survival Guide and
then I printed white-on-white the photographs that I collected. I printed on a material called retroreflective vinyl,

https://hyperallergic.com/468168/rethinking-the-archive-of-black-visual-culture-with-deborah-willis/
http://www.wilmington1968.org/
http://www.wilmington1968.org/


which allows the viewer to see both images when you take a flash photograph. So to the naked eye it’ll look like
black text on white, whereas if you take a flash photograph a latent image is exposed.

H: You’ve used retroreflective vinyl in a number of your works. Was there a specific reason that you wanted to use
that material in this series, or something specific you wanted the viewer to experience here?

HWT: There was no other way to show the photographs with contemporaneous content that was designed to
respond to this police occupation. I’ve been working with retroreflective for a while because I love how it makes the
invisible visible. And a lot of history, of course — most of it if not all of it — is invisible, truly.

Hank Willis Thomas, “Cherry Island” (2018), from Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, screen print on retroreflective vinyl
with aluminum backing, photograph of Wilmington riots and National Guard occupation by Frank Fahey, 1968 (courtesy of the News Journal), text
from Northeast Conservation Association, Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, c. 1960s (courtesy of the Delaware
Historical Society), 62 x 48 inches; commissioned by the Delaware Art Museum (© Hank Willis Thomas)

H: What would a contemporary Black Survival Guide look like?

HWT: I have no idea because I’m not the kind of person who could write a handbook. I would definitely ask an
organizer that question. Maybe that’s a good question for my friend Ebony — she/we are doing an event around joy
and positivity as core tenets to what would probably be a guide. Or maybe joy and positivity as the guides
themselves to all the destructive forces that keep us separated and divided in this movement. Here’s my friend
“Wildcat” Ebony Brown, from The Wide Awakes.

Ebony Brown: The first thing that comes to my mind is my grandmother and knowing that you are protected.
Knowing that there is someone watching over you, that your ancestors are always with you. That is, for me, a
reminder that there are forces at work always guiding us and protecting us. We can always remind ourselves of that.
It’s a guide and it’s also nurturing and comforting, and provides a source of sustenance that at some times we may
not feel like we have.

https://hyperallergic.com/530172/hank-willis-thomas-all-things-being-equal-portland-art-museum/
https://news.artnet.com/the-art-angle/art-angle-podcast-black-lives-matter-1879680


HWT: Especially in facing unexpected adversity. I feel like connecting with the ancestors, it doesn’t have to be
written. It looks like us under strike and stress and pain, and feeling connected.

H: Going back to your series, Black Survival Guide, what are your thoughts about it being re-exhibited now? It was
originally created for such a specific place and anniversary.

HWT: Actually, it was shown for the reasons that Ebony pointed out. There was already a need, and there was
already a space and opportunity for that need to be addressed. What I inferred from them wanting to re-show it was,
‘oh great, someone else has tapped into this, as Ebony puts it, this cosmic connection.’ And so I’ve been thinking it,
but someone at the museum was like, ‘yeah, this is why we did that work.’

Hank Willis Thomas, “How to Live through a Police Riot” (2018), from Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, screen print on
retroreflective vinyl with aluminum backing, photograph of Wilmington riots and National Guard occupation, 1968 (courtesy of the News Journal),
text from Northeast Conservation Association, Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot, c. 1960s (courtesy of the Delaware
Historical Society), 62 x 48 inches; commissioned by the Delaware Art Museum (© Hank Willis Thomas; photo by Carson Zullinger)

H: What are you working on now?

HWT: We’re working on a project called The Wide Awakes. It’s a federation of artists and activists — just heart-
led people — building positively towards our evolution through creative civic action. And it’s an extension of a
collaboration called For Freedoms, except it’s much more autonomous.

https://www.instagram.com/wideawakes2020/
https://forfreedoms.org/


EB: Today we’re celebrating the ratification of the 19th amendment which gave some women the vote, not
everyone.

HWT: The problem is universal suffrage.

EB: So today we’re gathering at Grand Army Plaza in Brooklyn and we’ve been creating events to share this
concept of interdependence. That’s the understanding that we cannot live and survive in this society alone, it takes
all of us working together for us to progress and evolve and heal. I think that’s where we need to be. All of these
protests and rallies and marches are very necessary and effective. It’s also equally as important to balance it with
harmony and joy as an act of resistance, and uplift the community and bring people together using music and art.

Black Survival Guide, or How to Live Through a Police Riot continues through September 27 at the Delaware
Art Museum (2301 Kentmere Parkway, Wilmington, Delaware). The museum is currently open, with COVID-19
health & safety procedures in effect.

© 2024 Hyperallergic.

https://delart.org/event/black-survival-guide-or-how-to-live-through-a-police-riot/


Protesting U.S. Immigration Policies, Artists Aim for the Sky
This Independence Day, 70 artists are having messages of solidarity and defiance typed in the sky to highlight the plight of immigrants held in detention 
centers.

By Zachary Small

July 3, 2020

The Thunderbirds and Blue Angels that President Trump plans to send flying over the National Mall this Fourth of July will have some 
stiff competition from a group of 70 artists looking to spread their own messages across the nation’s skies.

Two fleets of five skytyping planes each are set for takeoff across the country this Independence Day weekend armed with calls for the 
abolition of the immigrant detention in the United States as part of the project “In Plain Sight.” (Developed from older skywriting 
technology, skytyping planes inject oil into their exhaust systems to produce a white smoke that is released into the sky by a computer-
controlled system to produce precise letter-writing.) Phrases like “Care Not Cages,” “Unseen Mothers” and “Nosotras Te Vemos (We See 
You)” will momentarily hover above 80 locations — including detention facilities, immigration courts, prisons, borders and historic sites 
like Ellis Island — before dissipating into the atmosphere. And some of the messages will be skytyped in nearly 20 languages, including 
Hindi, Kurdish, Lakota and Punjabi.

The project started a year ago when the artists Cassils and rafa esparza teamed up with a goal of forming a coalition of artists and activists 
determined to address the ills of mass detention. The initiative’s members include the lawyer Chase Strangio; a founder of Black Lives 
Matter, Patrisse Cullors; and the artist Hank Willis Thomas — alongside 10 partner organizations including the American Civil Liberties 
Union of Southern California, Raices and the Immigrant Legal Resource Center.

An AR still of “Soy Paz Soy Más,” one of the phrases that will momentarily hover above locations like detention facilities, immigration courts, prisons and borders before 
they dissipate. Maria Gaspar
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https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/24/books/review-when-they-call-you-terrorist-patrisse-khan-cullors-more-beautiful-terrible-history-jeanne-theoharis.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/23/arts/design/Hank-Willis-Thomas-retrospective-portland.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/


“As a lawyer, I am often constrained by the structural and discursive limits of the law,” said Strangio, who’s using his corner of the sky to
memorialize Lorena Borjas, a transgender immigrant activist who died of Covid-19 in March. “I believe that art and artistic disruption are
essential components of movements for social transformation.”

For the artist Alok Vaid-Menon — whose message “God Brown America” will be skytyped above the Montgomery Processing Center close
to Vaid-Menon’s hometown, College Park, Texas — the project represents a commitment to elevating the stories of migrants and gender-
nonconforming people. “As a descendant of refugees, it’s really important for me to help with this cause,” Vaid-Menon said. “I want to make
sure people of color and immigrants in Texas feel like they belong.”

But the challenge of putting art into the sky has also required the legwork of a medium-sized production team led by Cristy Michel, who is
also Cassils’ life partner. They found one company that does skytyping, she said, referring to Skytypers, which does the vast majority of

the business in the United States. “And this is not something the pilots have done before,” she said. “Usually what they write looks like
ʻGeico, Geico, Geico.’”

“When I sense the skytypers getting nervous,” Michel added, “we get into a discussion about how art helps the mind expand and think
about future possibilities.”

Speaking by phone last week, Cassils and esparza described the artistic impulses behind “In Plain Sight.”

These are edited excerpts from that conversation.

In recent years, artists have spread their political messages on billboards, filled museums with agitprop and even started their own
activist groups. How did you decide to bring your project into the clouds?

CASSILS About a year ago, rafa started a conversation with a bunch of artists in Los Angeles about issues surrounding migrant detention.
We were trying to counter feelings of hopelessness and wondered what we, as artists, could do to visualize the issue on a massive scale.
I’m a performance artist who is often given a pretty modest budget; there are often limitations to what’s possible. But what if artists like us
could plan something bigger? What if artists had the same budget as a shoe company does for its brand promotions, but rather than selling

An AR still of “Nosotras Te Vemos.” The skytyping will appear in 19 languages. Zackary Drucker

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/01/obituaries/lorena-borjas-dead-coronavirus.html
https://www.cassils.net/cassils-about-the-artist
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objects, we would be promoting a constructive dialogue? Then, we thought about the air shows that typically happen on Independence

Day. Was it possible to usurp this traditional display of patriotism and retool it to bring attention to harmful migration policies? There’s no
censorship in the sky. It would be a perfect platform for mass engagement.

ESPARZA There were simple questions: How do you let incarcerated people know that you care? From there, our approach broadened by
working with a cohort of artists and an advocacy impact team. We also have a film director working on a documentary about the project.

How has the project changed since the coronavirus pandemic? Has the outbreak forced you to alter your approach?

CASSILS The urgency of “In Plain Sight” has become paramount as people began to die from Covid-19 in detention camps. We had initially
planned for this project to occur without any press, but when the pandemic hit, we launched our Instagram page that features short
interviews with our artists and calls to action. It’s been a great opportunity to take action. In recent months, I’ve had 11 exhibitions
canceled or paused. Almost every artist I know has, too.

There is a rich history of artists looking toward the sky for inspiration. Yves Klein used it as inspiration for his conceptual blue paintings.
Recently, the artist Jammie Holmes flew George Floyd’s final words above five cities across the country. What other works have inspired
your skytyping project?

ESPARZA “Repellent Fence” (2015) by the art collective Postcommodity was particularly important for us. They created a metaphorical
suture along the migration path between the United States and Mexico with tethered balloons to speak about land art in relation to
permanence and shifting landscapes. In the same way that they used the land to talk about the divisive power of colonial structures, we
are hoping to index the sky as a symbol of inspiration and hope. And the sky is able to migrate messages across borders. When our
message is skytyped above San Diego, the words will likely drift into Tijuana. And when our words are written above Los Angeles, they
will have a shared orbital path, allowing phrases like “Abolition Now” and “Stop Crimigration Now” to coalesce into a circular message.

An AR still of “Modeerf,” above a corrections center in Baldwin County, Ala. Sonya Clark

https://www.instagram.com/inplainsightmap/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/01/t-magazine/george-floyd-jammie-holmes-artist.html
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CASSILS We are also thinking of artists who have used the language of advertisement to get their points across. Artists like Lynda Benglis
and Barbara Hammer. The AIDS Memorial Quilt was another important reference because it demonstrates how people can come together
through a patchwork of activism.

Many artists involved with the project are also queer, which may or may not be a coincidence. We are thinking about the words of José
Esteban Muñoz, who wrote in 2009 that “queerness exists for us as an ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a
future.” We see a liberation for queer, migrant and Black communities as deeply bound together because they are all rooted in the issues of
white supremacy and colonization. Our jobs as queer artists is to imagine the future.

ESPARZA And we are putting the proposal of care, which is central to many queer communities, at the forefront of this project. We want to
imagine what care looks like for people who are impacted by migrant detention and Covid-19.

CASSILS Bringing the skytypers into the fold has also been a unique experience. And with some messages being written in Cree, Farsi and
Urdu, this will likely be the first time many people will see their own languages in the sky. There has also been a challenge to imagine how
to write languages in the sky that don’t use the Roman alphabet. Skytypers usually work in fleets of five planes each, so any image or letter
must exist along a five-point matrix. For artists on the project, that means experimenting with the grid and drawing out words like
“freedom” in Farsi or Urdu. It’s interesting to note the challenges of what we can put into the sky, and how we might overcome those
barriers.

In Plain Sight

Find out how to see the art at: instagram.com/inplainsightmap/

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/16/t-magazine/lynda-benglis.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/20/arts/design/aids-memorial-quilt-san-francisco.html
https://hyperallergic.com/96713/queer-theorist-jose-esteban-munoz-dead-at-46/
https://www.instagram.com/inplainsightmap/
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��4'"#-�.0-(#!2'-,űONűTHEűFACADEűOFűTHEű53ű$EPARTMENTűOFű*USTICEűBUILDINGűPLAYEDűTOűAN
AUDIENCEűOFűONEűFORűITSűDEBUTűLASTűWEEKűINű7ASHINGTON�ű$#�

-OMENTSűAFTERűTHEűLIGHTűBEAMűTOUCHEDűTHEűLIMESTONE�űANűAGENTűFROMűTHEű53ű$EPARTMENTűOF
(OMELANDű3ECURITYűARRIVED�űDEMANDINGűTOűKNOWűWHOűTHEűPROJECTIONISTSűWEREűWITH�ű4HEY
WEREN�TűhWITHvűANYBODY�űONEűOFűTHEűFOURűOFűTHEMűSAID�ű4HEűAGENTűMADEűAűCALLűONűAűRADIO�ű(E
PUTűHISűFACEűINűTHEIRűFACES�ű(EűSHOUTED�ű-ILITARYűJEEPSűSWEPTűDOWNű0ENNSYLVANIAű!VENUE�űBUT
THEYűGLIDEDűPASTűTHEűTENSEűNIGHTTIMEűSCENE�

4HEűSTANDOFFűLASTEDűONLYűMINUTES�ű4HEűPROJECTIONűSQUADűRELENTED�űWHEELINGűTHEIRűCARTűAWAY
FROMűTHEű$/*�ű4HEYűWEREűFOLLOWEDűBYűANű356űMARKEDűh&EDERALű0ROTECTIVEű3ERVICES�ű&03�v
ONEűOFűTHEűCOUNTLESSűABBREVIATIONSűSTILLűPATROLLINGűTHEű$ISTRICTűOFű#OLUMBIAűASűPARTűOFűA
FEDERALűOCCUPATIONűOFűTHEűCITYűTHATűHASűSTRETCHEDűONűFORűTWOűWEEKS�ũ

%VENTUALLY�űTHEűPROJECTIONűTEAMűLANDED�űBLOCKSűFROMűTHEű#APITOL�űATűWHATűWASűONCEűTHE
.EWSEUM�űWHEREűAűFIFTYTONűMARBLEűSLABűBEARINGűANűINSCRIPTIONűOFűTHEű&IRSTű!MENDMENT
HANGSűOVERűTHEűNOWEMPTYűBUILDING�ű)NűAűDESULTORYűGESTURE�űTHEűCREWűPROJECTEDűTHEűVISUAL
INSTALLATION�űWHICHűILLUMINATESűTHEűGROTESQUEűEXCESSESűOFűTHEűJUSTICEűSYSTEM�űOVERűTHEűSEVEN
STORYűTEXTűOFűTHEű&IRSTű!MENDMENT�űTHISűTIMEűTOűANűAUDIENCEűOFűNOűONEűINűPARTICULAR�NOT
EVENűANűAGENTűONűTHEűHUNTűFORű!NTIFA�

4HEű7RITINGűONűTHEű7ALL�űAűCOLLABORATIONűBETWEENű(ANKű7ILLISű4HOMASűANDű"AZű$REISINGER�
CAPPEDűOFFűTHEűSECONDűWEEKűOFűCONFLICTűINűTHEűNATION�SűCAPITALűINűTHEűWAKEűOFű'EORGEű&LOYD�S
DEATHűATűTHEűHANDSűOFű-INNEAPOLISűPOLICE�ű4HEűPROJECTIONűCOMPRISESűLETTERS�űPOEMS�
DRAWINGS�űANDűOTHERűEPHEMERAűPRODUCEDűBYűINCARCERATEDűPEOPLE�űAűTESTAMENTűONűBEHALFűOF
THEű���űMILLIONű!MERICANSűWHOűCURRENTLYűRESIDEűINűPRISONS�űJAILS�űANDűOTHERűCORRECTIONAL
FACILITIES�ű4HEűTEXTűCRAWLSűASűIFűIT�SűPINGINGűOFFűAűTYPEWRITER�űREVEALINGűSINGSONGűVERSEűABOUT
SOLITUDEűANDűCONFINEMENT�űEVENűANűODEűTOű(ARRIETű4UBMAN�ű3OMETIMESűTHEűWORDSűAPPEARűAS
LEGIBLEűPOETRY�űBUTűMOREűOFTENűINűOVERLAPPINGűPATTERNS�ű4HEREűISűFARűTOOűMUCHűTEXTűTOűREAD�
BUTűENOUGHűTOűREGISTERűAűMASSűREFRAINűOFűSUFFERING�



1GELQ�ML�RFC�DCLAC�QSPPMSLBGLE�RFC�5FGRC�&MSQC�

h7E�VEűBEENűTALKINGűABOUTű����űBEINGűAűYEARűOFű'REATű!WAKENING�vű4HOMASűSAID�űh)T�SűNOT
AűCOINCIDENCEűTHATűTHISűGLOBALűMOVEMENTűCOMESűOUTűOFűAűPERIODűOFűGREATűPAUSEűANDűSELF
REFLECTIONűBYűHUMANSűALLűOVERűTHEűWORLDűABOUTűWHAT�SűVALUABLE�LITERALLYűTHEűPRECIOUSNESSűOF
EACHűBREATH�v

4HEű7RITINGűONűTHEű7ALLűDREWűCROWDSűLASTűYEARűASűAűPHYSICALűINSTALLATIONűOFűARTűANDűLETTERS
ONűTHEű(IGHű,INE�ű.EWű9ORK�SűNOTORIOUSűPUBLICűPROMENADE�űWHEREűTHEűPIECEűHADűITűBOTH
WAYSűASűANűOFFERINGűTOűANDűCOMMENTARYűONűTHEűCROWDSűTAKINGűAűSTROLL�űTHEűPIECEűHASűBEEN
ADAPTEDűASűAűPROJECTIONűFORűTOURINGűINűAűPANDEMICűLANDSCAPEűINűWHICHűVIEWERSHIPSűMOST
LIKELYűBELONGűTOű)NSTAGRAM�ű)TSűCONTEXTűISűDOUBLYűCHANGEDűBYűTHEűWORLDWIDEűUPRISINGűOVER
POLICEűBRUTALITY�ű/Nű*UNETEENTH�űTHEűPIECEűTRAVELSűTOű#OLUMBUS�ű/HIO�űWHEREűITűWILLűBE
PROJECTEDűATűTHREEűLOCATIONSűAROUNDűTHEűCITYűJUSTűAFTERűDARK�űAűDISPLAYűTOűUNDERSCOREűTHE
DIRECTűHISTORICALűPASSAGEűFROMűSLAVERYűTOűMASSűINCARCERATION�



h!MERICAűEXPORTEDűTHISűSYSTEMűOFűMASSűINCARCERATIONűONTOűTHEűWORLDűINűTHISűCUTANDPASTE
FASHION�vűSAIDű$REISINGER�űAű#ITYű5NIVERSITYűOFű.EWű9ORKűPROFESSORűWHOűSERVESűASűTHE
EXECUTIVEűDIRECTORűOFűTHEű)NCARCERATIONű.ATIONSű.ETWORK�űh)T�SűOURűDUTYűTOűDEALűWITHűTHISűIN
AűGLOBALűCONTEXT�v

)NűTHEű$ISTRICT�ű4HEű7RITINGűONűTHEű7ALLűPUNCTUATEDűAűWEEKSLONGűBACKANDFORTHűBETWEEN
CITIZENSűANDűSTATEűOVERűTHEűBOUNDARIESűOFűSPEECH�ű4HEűGAMEűOFűONEUPMANSHIPűSTARTEDűON
*UNEű��űWHENűFEDERALűLAWűENFORCEMENTűAGENTSűUSEDűTEARűGASűTOűCLEARűOUTű,AFAYETTEű3QUAREűSO
THATű0RESIDENTű$ONALDű4RUMPűCOULDűWALKűTHEűBREEZYűBLOCKűTOű3T�ű*OHN�Sű#HURCHűUNFETTERED
INűORDERűTOűHOLDűUPűTHEű"IBLE�űTHEű7ORDűOFű'OD�űASűHISűSTANDARD�ű4HENűTHEű7HITEű(OUSEűDUG
IN�űERECTINGűAűNEARLYűTWOMILELONGűFENCEűAROUNDű,AFAYETTEű3QUAREűTOűWALLűOFFűFEDERAL
GROUNDS�ű$ISTRICTű-AYORű-URIELű"OWSERűCLAPPEDűBACKűONű*UNEű�űBYűEMBLAZONINGűh",!#+
,)6%3ű-!44%2vűONűTHEűSTRETCHűOFű��THű3TREETűLEADINGűUPűTOű����ű0ENNSYLVANIAű!VE�A
MURALűMANEUVERűTHATűHASűBEENűREPLICATEDűBYűCITIESűALLűOVERűTHEűNATION�ű0ROTESTERSűAMENDED
THEűMAYOR�SűSTUNTűTHEűNEXTűMORNING�űPAINTINGűh$%&5.$ű4(%ű0/,)#%vűASűANűEXTENSIONűOF
",-ű0LAZAűANDűAűREBUKEűTOűTHEűMAYOR�



 J?AI�*GTCQ�+?RRCP�.J?X?�

!TűEVERYűSTEPűSOűFAR�ũTHEűLINESűINűTHISűPUBLICűCONFRONTATIONűHAVEűBEENűDEMARCATEDűBYűTEXTűART�
-UCHűOFűTHEűFENCEűAROUNDűTHEűPUBLICűPARKSűOFű,AFAYETTEű3QUAREűANDűTHEű%LLIPSEűHASűSINCE
COMEűDOWN�űBUTűNOTűBEFOREűDEMONSTRATORSűCOVEREDűITSűSURFACEűWITHűART�űSIGNS�űRIBBON�
BALLOONS�űANDűOTHERűFORMSűOFűGRAPHICűTESTIMONYűTOűSPELLűOUTűTHEűWAGESűOFűPOLICEűBRUTALITY�
4HEűPOETRYűALONGűTHEűPERIMETERűWALLűSURROUNDINGűTHEű7HITEű(OUSEűCAMEűTOűRESEMBLEűTHE
ARTIFACTSűTHATűMAKEűUPű4HEű7RITINGűONűTHEű7ALL�űPSALMSűOFűDESPAIR�űNOTESűOFűTRIUMPH�
PORTRAITS�űANDűINSCRIPTIONSűOFűTOOűMANYűNAMESűTOűCOUNT�

/NCE�űMOSTűVIEWERSűMAYűHAVEűRESPONDEDűTOűAűPIECEűSUCHűASű4HEű7RITINGűONűTHEű7ALLűWITH
PASSIVEűINTROSPECTIONűORűDISTRACTEDűCOMPASSION�ũű!LLűTHATűHASűCHANGEDűWITHűTHEűMASS
PROTESTSűOVERűPOLICEűBRUTALITY�űWHICHűHAVEűIGNITEDűAűPUBLICűFIREűTOűABOLISHűEVERYűPARTűOFűTHE
CRIMINALűJUSTICEűSYSTEM�ű-ATTHEWű7ILSON�űANűARTISTűANDűCURATORűWHOSEűWORKűWITHűTHE
PROJECTűSTARTEDűWHILEűSERVINGűTIMEűATűTHEű/TISVILLEű#ORRECTIONALű&ACILITYűINű.EWű9ORK�űHOPES
THATűPEOPLEűWHOűWALKűAWAYűFROMűTHEűPIECEűCANűPUTűTHEMSELVESűINűTHEűSHOESűOFűTHE



INDIVIDUALSűWHOűCONTRIBUTEDűTOűTHEűEXHIBIT�űTHATűSEEMSűMUCHűMOREűLIKELYűINűANűENVIRONMENT
INűWHICHűTHEűVIEWERSűAREűBREAKINGűDOWNűTHEűWALLSűASűFASTűASűTHEYűCOMEűUP�

7ITHűTHEűFEDERALűOCCUPATIONűOFűTHEű$ISTRICTűWINDINGűDOWN�űSHOPűOWNERSűAREűPAINTINGűOVER
GRAFFITIűONűBOARDEDUPűSTOREFRONTS�űLEAVINGűLITTLEűABSTRACTűBLOTCHESűOFűCOLORűALLűOVERűTHEűCITY�
5NIDENTIFIEDűOUTOFSTATEűSOLDIERSűHAVEűRETURNEDűTOűTHEIRűBASES�űTAKINGűTHEIRű(UMVEESűWITH
THEMűINűLONGűCARAVANSűSTREAMINGűOUTűOFűTHEűCITYűAFTERűDARK�ű4HEű7RITINGűONűTHEű7ALL�űWHILE
SEENűBYűNOűONE�űWASűFELTűBYűMANY�ű4HEűHOPEűBEHINDűTHEűPIECE�űANDűTHEűPROTESTS�űISűTHATűTHE
TESTIMONYűWON�TűDISAPPEARűWHENűTHEűTEXTűDOES�űh4HEűABOLITIONűMOVEMENTűISN�TűOVER�v
4HOMASűTOLDűME�űh4HISűISűPARTűOFűTHATűCONTINUUM�v

�ű+RISTONű#APPS



ENTERTAINMENT & ARTS

By CAROLINA A. MIRANDA
STAFF WRITER 

MARCH 5, 2020
8 AM

Here are nine exhibitions and events around Southern California to check out in the 
coming week:

Last Chance
Hank Willis Thomas, “An All Colored Cast,” at Kayne Griffin 
Corcoran. In his first solo show in Los Angeles, Thomas explores the 
nature of color while also exploring the nature of representation in 
Hollywood. The pièce de résistance is a sculpture inspired by the General 
Lee, the car that appeared in television’s “The Dukes of Hazzard,” the Dodge 
Charger painted with a Confederate flag that was at the center of the action 
— an object of television nostalgia that also evokes histories of violence 
against African Americans. Through Saturday. 1201 S. La Brea Ave., Mid-
Wilshire, Los Angeles, kaynegriffincorcoran.com.

https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2020-03-05/datebook-isaac-julien-film-at-redcat#
https://www.latimes.com/
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2020-03-05/datebook-isaac-julien-film-at-redcat#
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THE YEAR IN BLACK ART is off to a fascinating start. In January, Helen Molesworth organized a Noah Davis (1983-2015) exhibition at David Zwirner gallery in 
New York, a rare look at more than 20 paintings by the late Los Angeles-based artist and founder of the Underground Museum. The Johnson Publishing Company 
art collection was sold at Swann Auction Galleries, introducing more than 24 new African American artists to the auction market and setting records for an 
additional 27 artists, according to Swann.

There is much more to come as the year unfolds. Recognizing the 100th anniversary of the 19th amendment giving women the right to vote, a number of 
institutions are planning exhibitions and events reflecting the historic milestone, none more ambitious than the Baltimore Museum of Art where all of its 2020 
programming is focused on women artists, including Mickalene Thomas, Valerie Maynard, SHAN Wallace, and Shinique Smith.

Across the United States, major photography exhibitions are opening featuring Dawoud Bey, Deana Lawson, and Louis Draper and the Kamoinge Workshop. 
South African photographer Zanele Muholi’s first major UK survey opens at the Tate Modern in April. Solo shows at major institutions are celebrating artists such 
as Jordan Casteel, Tschabalala Self, Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, Christina Quarles, and Deborah Roberts, who focus on portraiture and black figures. Huge events 
are also happening in Bentonville, Ark., with the debut of a new arts space, and New Orleans, where Prospect.5 opens in October.

Following is a selection of more than two dozen important exhibitions, events, and happenings to look forward to in 2020:

.

The Year Ahead in African American Art: 
What to See and Do in 2020

by VICTORIA L. VALENTINE on Feb 26, 2020 • 10:58 am

HANK WILLIS THOMAS, “Icarus,” 2016 (quilt, 56 1/2 x 85 1/4 X 2 inches). | © Hank Willis Thomas. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York

EXHIBITION | “Riffs and Relations: African American Artists and the European Modernist Tradition” @ 
Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C. | Feb. 29-May 24, 2020

Exploring the complicated influences of European modernists on African American artists active in the 20th and 21st centuries, this show brings together works 
by more than 50 artists including William H. Johnson, Pablo Picasso, Romare Bearden, Bob Thompson, Felrath Hines, Henri Matisse, Sam Middleton, 
Carrie Mae Weems, Ellen Gallagher, Winold Reiss, Vincent van Gogh, Mickalene Thomas, John Edmonds, and Hank Willis Thomas. Curated by 
Adrienne Childs, the exhibition is accompanied by a fully illustrated catalog.

https://www.culturetype.com/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/books-catalogs/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/magazines/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/exhibitions/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/auctions/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/best-black-art-books/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/year-in-black-art/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/news/
https://www.culturetype.com/category/culture-talks/
https://www.baltimoresun.com/entertainment/arts/bs-fe-bma-female-artists-2020-20191115-33s5hjjnqfghzhmwkt7dqbargq-story.html
https://artbma.org/exhibitions/a_moments_pleasure.html?slug=2019_mickalene-thomas-a-moment-s-pleasure
https://artbma.org/exhibitions/2020_elissa-blount-moorhead-and-bradford-young-back-and-song
https://www.culturetype.com/feed
https://twitter.com/culturetype
https://culturetype.tumblr.com/
https://www.instagram.com/culturetype/
https://www.culturetype.com/2020/03/08/time-magazine-recognizes-100-years-of-influential-women-with-covers-by-mickalene-thomas-bisa-butler-and-toyin-ojih-odutola/
https://www.culturetype.com/2020/03/08/works-by-alma-thomas-charles-white-and-beauford-delaney-among-highlights-at-christies-contemporary-sale/
https://www.culturetype.com/2020/03/06/a-masterful-portrait-painter-barkley-l-hendricks-produced-an-early-series-of-basketball-paintings-grounded-in-abstraction/
https://www.culturetype.com/2020/03/05/record-setting-painting-by-noah-davis-and-abstract-canvas-by-ed-clark-top-phillips-new-now-contemporary-art-auction/
https://www.culturetype.com/2020/03/04/library-of-congress-acquires-100000-images-from-shawn-walker-first-comprehensive-archive-of-african-american-photographer-to-enter-public-collection/
https://www.culturetype.com/author/vv/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?kid_directed_site=0&sdk=joey&u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.culturetype.com%2F2020%2F02%2F26%2Fthe-year-ahead-in-african-american-art-what-to-see-and-do-in-2020%2F&display=popup&ref=plugin&src=share_button
https://www.linksalpha.com/social/mobile?link=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.culturetype.com%2F2020%2F02%2F26%2Fthe-year-ahead-in-african-american-art-what-to-see-and-do-in-2020%2F&title=The%20Year%20Ahead%20in%20African%20American%20Art%3A%20What%20to%20See%20and%20Do%20in%202020&body=%C2%A0%20THE%20YEAR%20IN%20BLACK%20ART%20is%20off%20to%20a%20fascinating%20start.%20In%20January%2C%20Helen%20Molesworth%20organized%20a%20Noah%20Davis%20(1983-2015)%20exhibition%20at%20David%20Zwirner%20gallery%20in%20New%20York%2C%20a%20rare%20look%20at%20more%20than%2020%20paintings%20by%20the%20late%20Los%20Angeles-based%20artist%20and%20founder%20of%20the%20Underground%20Museum.%20The%20Johnson&image=https%3A%2F%2Fi0.wp.com%2Fwww.culturetype.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2020%2F02%2FHWT16.021-Icarus-HR_0.jpg%3Fresize%3D290%252C290%26ssl%3D1


ART, EVENTS, YORKVILLE

Gracie Mansion’s largest art exhibition explores social justice and 
inclusion
POSTED ON TUE, FEBRUARY 25, 2020 BY DEVIN GANNON

LETTERS

All photos by Michael Appleton/NYC Mayor’s Office

A new art exhibition is open at Gracie Mansion, the fourth and final installation of Mayor Bill de Blasio and First Lady Chirlane 
McCray’s tenure. Catalyst: Art and Social Justice, which will also be the largest ever hosted at the historic home in Yorkville, 
features more than 75 works created by over 50 artists since the 1960s. With a focus on inclusion, the exhibit explores the 
connection between art, justice, and the social change movements behind it all.

“Catalyst highlights the triumphs and difficulties, internal and external, of people as individuals and members of movements 
and communities as they wrestle with climate change, racism, misogyny, ableism, homophobia, and more,” McCray said in 
a press release. “Catalyst puts us in the middle of urgent national public conversations. This exhibition is certain to upend 
perceptions, expand awareness, and fire the imagination.”

Seven themes are on display at the exhibit: Affirming Self; Concepts of Justice; E Pluribus Unum/Out of Many, One; The 
Habitable Earth; Health, Wellness and Universal Access; A Livable City; and Pursuit of Equality. Artworks, mainly by living 
artists, reflect initiatives spearheaded by the administration, including Pre-K for all, the Unity Project to aid LGBTQ youth, and 
the She Built NYC project.

Highlights include Jeffery Gibson’s I am A Rainbow Too, Tattfoo Tan’s S.O.S. Free Seeds Library, Teresita Fernández’s Small 
American Fires, Gordon Parks’ March on Washington, and Martine Fougeron’s South Bronx Trades.

The installation was curated by Jessica Bell Brown, who serves as the associate curator of contemporary at the Baltimore 
Museum of Art. Brown also organized Gracie Mansion’s last exhibition, She Persists: A Century of Women Artists in New York 
1919-2019.

“First Lady McCray has breathed new life into Gracie Mansion over the course of her tenure,” Brown said. “Never before have 
the extraordinary works of such diverse and inter-generational groups of artists of our time been front and center at Gracie. 
Artists time and again are witnesses to the truths of life, liberty and justice. They hold us accountable to each other as 
neighbors, as citizens, and as members of a wider collective.”

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=C4cmvrT5hXrnjJ7e5jAaZ9aXwAYmQ8KhbyeTljJUKwPT_65ACEAEgj9u2GGDJxqmLwKTYD6ABoYGoxgPIAQLgAgCoAwHIAwiqBKYCT9CgL-K6NuDeROBAvsoOjvq3xVWtNM9A95ApC2C3WZt1GsnRnEt_sM1_ZydYfuekjSEV8JBTSxf68COcbzTX-cs4A7cI4XnmRMcxsIfjlxU74coRqdvGjQXSei-9b-_RBUKKb4AS96zC9S1kskPe_SsBVDiWpaEH5N34uo7Y7XnQ8Ex1uHWhXHtN8xRtCURdUln5Rtk-rsH2LRWWAU3fnM_OqvBi4xItJlGMD07LU_GBD1m5KvNI7IrKUkpBUdWJS_KbN93qskelrd8rucQ49ByINH32jX77LQ7B1HN2gAPEcixwTgRzSS2tzAk-_wqY-WzlcRHPbzAWmpIEgefkqSYTjcpJ8H-CY_IYgdynVCPTSl6fmPv8zEApcsbBqjMoZn3cKtulwASqocursALgBAGgBgKAB8f-1zmoB47OG6gH1ckbqAeT2BuoB5_bG6gHugaoB_LZG6gHpr4bqAfs1RuoB_PRG6gH7NUbqAfC2hvYBwHSCAkIgOGAQBABGB3yCBthZHgtc3Vic3luLTYwODk3Njc3MjY1MzczMTOxCcQM53bcj71qgAoDmAsByAsB2BMM&num=1&cid=CAASPeRo0r9FPotfqF59oGm7Xo3fAyqkGwYuEMV7UXVqjF_H_QSnQrBcoPwy_dQMJOAoZVm1BF1VqsulbS1CQi8&sig=AOD64_0aH6_xMAY9YWOmzUXVNmPZoRotew&client=ca-pub-8006908682726742&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y&nb=2&adurl=https://www.ridgewallet.com/pages/comparison%3Fnbt%3Dnb%253Aadwords%253Ad%253A7873410166%253A81695789226%253A394633640534
https://www.6sqft.com/author/devingannon/
https://www.6sqft.com/category/art/
https://www.6sqft.com/category/events/
https://www.6sqft.com/category/neighborhoods/manhattan/yorkville/
https://www.6sqft.com/


Behind the Making of TIME's Martin Luther
King Jr. Cover

BY ANNA PURNA KAMBHAMPATY

FEBRUARY 20, 2020

Thea Traff for TIME

https://time.com/author/anna-purna-kambhampaty/
https://time.com/equality/
https://time.com/


A fter TIME created a virtual-reality version of the 1963 March

on Washington, we asked artist Hank Willis Thomas how he

would translate that immersive experience onto a magazine cover.

In answer, at a Jan. 19 photo shoot in Los Angeles, Thomas—a co-

founder of For Freedoms, a platform for artistic civic engagement—

photographed actor Ty Brittingham, who served as a stand-in for

King. A team of digital-human experts at visual-effects studio

Digital Domain used those images as a foundation for posing and

lighting the 3-D digital re-creation of King from The March—the

work of a diverse team of VFX artists who were tasked with

recreating the civil rights leader exactly as he looked on the day of

Aug. 28, 1963. The two-dimensional rendering of that virtual reality

figure became the March 2, 2020, cover.

The session itself was a learning process, says Thomas. “When we

got approached to do this kind of groundbreaking portrait of one of

our heroes, Martin Luther King Jr., who has been inspiring us for

decades, I was super excited,” he says. “There were a lot of

unknowns about the technology, about how you can do digital face

mapping to produce images. It was a really amazing kind of learning

experience for everyone involved.”

“The shoot wonderfully captured Hank’s collaborative approach to

making art,” TIME’s director of photography Katherine Pomerantz

said.

https://time.com/the-march/


Thomas says he understood the need to convey both King’s standing 

as a historical figure and his legacy. The idea of bringing past 

movements into the present is one with which Thomas is familiar: 

One of his reimaginings of Norman Rockwell’s “Four Freedoms” 

paintings was featured on the Nov. 26, 2018, cover of TIME, and his 

latest project creates a similar sense of time warp.

From Feb. 28 to March 1, the For Freedoms team will be gathering 

artists, activists and other creators for a series of events in Los 

Angeles to emphasize the relationship between creative 

collaboration and civic action. Thomas hopes those events are just 

the beginning of a larger movement inspired by the “Wide Awakes” 

chapters that rallied behind Abraham Lincoln in the 1860 election, 

and that used public demonstrations and other tactics to encourage 

young Americans to be politically engaged.

“Our team has always been about collective projects and really 

aiming to bring people together and unite their culture and art,” 

says Christina Caputo, a For Freedoms adviser, “instead of kind of 

focusing on projects that divide them.”

This article is part of a special project about equality in America today. 

Read more about The March, TIME’s virtual reality re-creation of the 

1963 March on Washington and sign up for TIME’s history newsletter 

for updates.

Want a print of TIME’s Martin Luther King Jr. cover? Find it here.

https://time.com/the-march
https://time.com/longform/four-freedoms/
https://time.com/magazine/us/5455477/november-26th-2018-vol-192-no-22-u-s/
https://forfreedoms.org/ffcon/
https://connecticuthistory.org/hartford-wide-awakes-today-in-history/
https://time.com/equality
https://time.com/the-march/
https://cloud.newsletters.time.com/history/?source=article-equality-footer
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On February 14th, Artadia, LALA and Cultured celebrated Artadia Awardee 
Hank Willis Thomas with a garden brunch hosted by Capital Group and 
private walk through of his solo exhibition “An All Colored Cast” at Kayne 
Griffin Corcoran. A crowd gathered at the mid-city gallery to share 
breakfast before hearing the artist discuss his latest body of work. The 
show’s pièce de résistance was a recreation of the famed Confederate 
Flag-adorned car from Dukes of Hazard, which was installed nose-down on 
the gallery’s lawn. Among those in attendance were Allison Berg, Ron 
Finley, Cultured Editor-in-Chief Sarah Harrelson, Kyle DeWoody, Laura 
Hyatt, Jamie Manné, Iris Marden, Shula Nazarian, Tracy O’Brien, Tina Perry 
& Ric Whitney, Azadeh Shladovsky, Lesley Silverman and Autumn Williams.

P A R T I E S

H A  N  K  W I  L  L  I  S  T H  O  M  A  S  .  P H  O T O   B Y  O W  E  N  K O  L  A  S  I  N  K  I  .

(

AT KAYNE GRIFFIN CORCORAN
CELEBRATING HANK WILLIS THOMAS

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.culturedmag.com%2Fhank-willis-thomas-frieze%2F
https://www.culturedmag.com/category/parties/
https://www.culturedmag.com/subscribe-shop-cultured-magazine/#shop
https://twitter.com/Cultured_Mag
https://www.facebook.com/CulturedMagazine
http://instagram.com/cultured_mag
https://www.culturedmag.com/


Feb. 17, 2020

For Freedoms Community
Conversation: Freedom of Speech

In honor of their newest

temporary exhibition, Hank
Willis Thomas: All Things Being
Equal… and the ongoing efforts

of For Freedoms, Crystal

Bridges Museum of American

Art will present a series of four

community conversations to

deepen our understanding of

issues affecting Northwest

Arkansas communities.

The first will be about the

freedom of speech from 1-3

p.m. Saturday, Feb. 29, in the

Great Hall of Cyrstal Bridges in

Bentonville.

Photo Submitted

For Freedoms Community

Conversation: Freedom of Speech

NEWS
Monday, March 09, 2020

https://crystalbridges.org/exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas/
https://forfreedoms.org/
https://campusdata.uark.edu/resources/images/articles/2020-02-11_03-51-02-PMForFreedoms1.jpg
http://www.uark.edu/
https://news.uark.edu/


Crystal Bridges invites you to participate in these conversations

with a diverse group of local speakers including artists, city

officials, and community leaders in the sharing of personal

stories and work in relation to the topic. Each event will focus

on one of the four freedoms, asking universal questions to

spark conversation such as: "What does truth mean to you? 

What does an adequate standard of living mean to you?  What

does safety mean to you? What does love mean to you?"

The stories shared in this program are meant to bring different

voices from the community together in a shared non-partisan

space. All are welcome to participate and we ask you to come

with a spirit of reciprocity.

In this community conversation, freedom of speech will be

viewed through the frame of "What does it mean to speak your

truth?" Speakers and audience members will be asked to recall

a time when you first understood what speaking your truth

meant, and to reflect on how that experience helped frame the

way you saw/see the world. Universal questions may include:

How does art challenge or demonstrate truth? What impact

does freedom of speech have on someone else's truth?

This conversation will be led by the following speakers:

Rev. Sekou, Memphis-based musician of the Freedom Fighters
band and artist from For Freedoms Collective
Srividya Venkatasubramanya, president of Ra-Ve Cultural
Foundation, a local Indian performing arts organization
Stephanie Orman, mayor of Bentonville
Rebecca Ellis, Bentonville High School student who participated
in the gun violence walkouts.



This event is free with online registration, and registered 
attendees will receive a free admission ticket to Hank Willis

Thomas: All Things Being Equal… at the event. The programs
will be moderated by fellows from the University of Arkansas 
IDEALS Institute.

Please note that a Crystal Bridges member will be taking 
photos and videos at this event. This footage may be used for 
internal purposes, such as promoting the next event or 
archiving. If you would prefer not to be photographed or 
recorded, you may opt out at the event.

CONTACTS

Rickey Lee Booker Jr., associate trainer 
IDEALS Institute 
479-575-4223, rbooker@uark.edu

John Post, director of academic communications 
University Relations 
479-575-5555, johnpost@uark.edu

https://crystalbridges.org/exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas/
https://diversity.uark.edu/ideals-institute/index.php
mailto:rbooker@uark.edu
mailto:johnpost@uark.edu


In LA for Frieze Week? Here Is Our Guide to 33 Inspiring 
Gallery Shows to  See Beyond the Fairs

See what LA galleries from Gagosian to Honor Fraser are showing across the city.

Sarah Cascone, February 10, 2020

“Hank Willis Thomas: An All Colored Cast” at Kayne Griffin Corcoran
Through March 7

Continuing to probe issues of race, gender, and identity, Hank Willis Thomas looks to Hollywood 

history for his first show with Kayne Griffin Corcoran, featuring sculptures and retroreflective prints 

activated by flash photography and based on found images from film archives. The exhibition is 

inspired by screen-color calibration charts, which were designed to make white people look good 

on camera; the works ask the viewer to reconsider loaded language like “color correction” and

“white balance.”

Kayne Griffin Corcoran is located at 1201 South La Brea Avenue, Los Angeles, California. 

Hank Willis Thomas, “People just like to look at me” (Spectrum IX), 2019 (variation without flash). Courtesy of Kayne Griffin
Corcoran.

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsufwD7j3R65Gb9ZcDKuvnzpP88QI4_z_2zn51qpmOjh-_kSGWU_aAR-D903O6QGjyRJd6hxPrFS4j8_ObYsUkkdfLsfXBv3aIqVRtXd00fSsoRk-4SWwC8GiKcaI8FbuPpfdas7Pdu8JiYMjkpTvl98RrllthpBG7dFwTeqsmC-tRCuL-CJfBsrijyGpXGau6etJA4rxjB0komnlyz9KBMm4lq3XddYY_nE0ALTgj-vNDpzMChI6lLjnwNWE221hE42ogstvkR7ilKUufdssKD6KEhxmystFgmuu8JvSVHaUe69&sai=AMfl-YS6FY0Skz3W_n7JmGXQNHSBpMqur1nMdm3DmFW7OefqCgWHZP1f_CYnxeFGvSMXe3DYbeTVXnk_jXAKuQWxYnbTAiZwW5mMsRu-Rs2a2juVn2lffFWN3kiLHcDmyCQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzCdD1ujhs2Ks&adurl=https://www.kasmingallery.com/exhibitions%3Futm_source%3DWilliam%2520N.%2520Copley%2520%252F%2520Valley%2520of%2520Gold%2520Banner%26utm_medium%3DWilliam%2520N.%2520Copley%2520%252F%2520Valley%2520of%2520Gold%2520Banner%26utm_campaign%3DWilliam%2520N.%2520Copley%2520%252F%2520Valley%2520of%2520Gold%2520Banner
https://news.artnet.com/exhibitions/art-guide
https://news.artnet.com/about/sarah-cascone-25
https://frieze.com/fairs/frieze-los-angeles
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INTERVIEW: ARTIST HANK WILLIS THOMAS

THE PROLIFIC ARTIST ON HIS RETROSPECTIVE, "ALL THINGS BEING EQUAL," 
AS IT MAKES ITS FINAL STOP IN CINCINNATI
Karen Day 3 September 2020

Black lives matter. While this chant began in 2013 as a response to the murder of teenager 

Trayvon Martin, it’s a sentiment steeped in the USA’s history and one that artist Hank Willis 

Thomas has been exploring for two decades. His work takes a careful look at the messages we 

intercept every day—from advertising to sports to art and beyond—and reconfigures it to expose 

some essential truths about ourselves, what we allow to influence us and who we are as a 

collective humanity.

Thomas may be someone who flies under the radar due to his quiet, humble nature, but his 

oeuvre speaks volumes about the way he views the world. And it’s not just limited to his personal 

output, which is collaborative in its realization but inspired by his own curiosities; Thomas is also 

the co-founder of For Freedoms, an organization for creative civic engagement, and the Wide 

Awakes, a super-current platform for community- and creativity-driven understanding of 

mobilization and participation.

https://coolhunting.com/
https://coolhunting.com/
https://coolhunting.com/category/culture/
https://coolhunting.com/culture/interview-artist-hank-willis-thomas/
https://coolhunting.com/author/karenday/
https://www.hankwillisthomas.com/
http://coolhunting.com/tag/hank-willis-thomas/
https://forfreedoms.org/
https://wideawakes.com/


Hank Willis Thomas “Public Enemy (II)” [variation without flash] (2017) Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.
© Hank Willis Thomas

It makes sense, then, that Thomas was due for a mid-career retrospective. The homage to one of

our greatest living artists began in Portland at the end of last year, where his work was curated by

Julie Dolan and Sara Krajewski for the exhibition All Things Being Equal. After stopping in

Bentonville, Arkansas, the show is now on its last leg in Ohio, at the Cincinnati Art Museum, where

they’ve added to it by tapping the local community to participate.

Thomas’ work feels more relevant than ever, so we checked in with him about what has changed,

and what has stayed the same throughout his 20 year career.

http://coolhunting.com/tag/portland
https://www.cincinnatiartmuseum.org/art/exhibitions/upcoming-exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas/


Hank Willis Thomas “All Things Being Equal…” (2010) Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis
Thomas

How has the way you think about things changed in the last six months, if at all?

I think there’s definitely a greater response and a greater resonance to the work that I’ve always

been doing. My specific concern is, “Where do we go from here?” And I believe that peace and

justice will prevail. I also think that this is a pretty frightening time when it comes to—I mean, look

at what’s happening in Portland, where the show started. It’s a serious moment, and someone’s

got to put an end to this in a positive way.



Hank Willis Thomas “Guernica” (2016) Private Collection. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman
Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

Do you label your work as protest art?

I don’t. I think it does highlight protest, it’s about protest, but all of it is not protest art. I’ve been

looking at protests as a creative form of civic engagement and proactive advancement of society.

For the past four years I’ve kind of reshaped the meaning of that work, which is largely around

things that happened in the mid-20th century. So now 60 years later, those same images, those

same stories being so relevant to oppression, there is that sense that history is repeating itself or

at least that we haven’t learned our lesson.



Hank Willis Thomas “I Am. Amen.” (2009) Collection of Ulrich Museum of Art, Wichita State University. Image courtesy of the artist
and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

How do you describe your work?

I think my work is very much my life. So it’s a product of my search, my quest for personhood. My

quest for my own specific voice to be clear and to understand the world and make sense of it.



Hank Willis Thomas “The Cotton Bowl” from the series Strange Fruit (2011) Detroit Institute of Arts, Museum Purchase, W. Hawkins
Ferry Fund. Image courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman
Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

What’s your process like?

I was always fascinated by the power of advertising to shape and influence our notions of what’s

important, who’s important and who we want to be. And so for me, that has been the journey and

it became more clear when I did the Unbranded series that I could look really critically at how

advertising used prejudice to inform and shape our version of yourself through playing on our

stereotypes and our need to be simple, clear and beautiful. And I wanted, more and more, to

encourage myself and others to really engage deeply with the kind of, if not brainwashing, the

potency of advertising and its ability to control our values through seductiveness.

You work as an artist, but you also have your ideas in other places, from fashion to

billboards to museums.



Yeah, and I’m learning new mediums. It’s such a learning process; the world has changed so

dramatically in the past six months that all options have to be on the table for us to really get

through this carefully.

How do you stay “conceptual” when reality is so crazy?

One of the pieces in the show is “Art Imitates Ads/ Imitates Life.” That’s it, that’s all of it.

Hank Willis Thomas “Strike” (2018) Private Collection. Image courtesy of the artist and Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

How does your personal work differ from For Freedoms?

My studio practice is all about me, right. Even when I don’t do it all—all my work is collaborative—

and For Freedoms and the Wide Awakes are ways to kind of more publicly collaborate, and

people don’t presume that my voice is the leading voice and think that I’m the only one doing this

work because in reality, there are thousands of artists doing similar work that inspired me and

have inspired me. My studio practice is just in that continuum, so we’ve been doing exhibitions



and billboards and town halls, collaborations with artists and organizations across the world as a

way to stake a claim for artists and civic life, and to make our work collectively something that

people can see as an alternative to the typical propaganda that is that we’ve grown used to in our

society. Because we add creativity to political speech it actually opens up doors and online on

how we actually might engage in legislation and political life.

Hank Willis Thomas “Wounded Knee (red and gold)” [variation without flash] (2018) Private Collection. Image courtesy of the artist
and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

Last year you became a father. How has that changed you?

So that has been pretty enlightening, to say the least. The generational levels of it, I don’t know,

but like big dad and being not just me—I’m part of a legacy I would hope. And that will hopefully



outlive me and live on for generations. And that the work that I make is speaking to someone

else’s life in a very different way than it was when I made it. I didn’t conceive that my work might

be something that someone 10 have 20 or 30 years ago might have to relate to and engage with

it. It’s part of my own biography. It also changes the way that I think about myself, even as a

citizen at this time.

What’s surprised you most about your career?

That somehow I’ve made a living doing it. I’ve just been following my dreams and trying to be

genuine somehow, you know; I’ve been able to continue to do that for almost 20 years.

All Things Being Equal opens tomorrow at the Cincinnati Art Museum and runs through 8

November 2020.

Hero image “Public Enemy (II)” [variation with flash] (2017) by Hank Willis Thomas Courtesy of the

artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

KAREN DAY

A member of the global COOL HUNTING network of contributors.

https://www.cincinnatiartmuseum.org/art/exhibitions/upcoming-exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas/


%�¹²Ɵc§´´§ÍƟT¥¾¸�ÍšƟŜT¥�Ɵâ¾É²Ɵâ§´´Ɵ¹¾ÓƟ��Ɵ�¾¸Ç´�Ó�Ɵ§¹
¾ÖÉƟ´§��Ó§¸�Ŝ

:��°�ƟN�è�°

T¥�Ɵ�ÉÓ§ÍÓƟÓ�´²ÍƟ��¾ÖÓƟÓ¥�Ɵ�´��²Ɵ5§á�ÍƟ9�ÓÓ�ÉƟ¸¾á�¸�¹ÓŞƟ¥§ÍƟ´�Ó�ÍÓƟÓ§¸�´èƟÍ�Ö´ÇÓÖÉ�Ɵ�¹�Ɵâ¥èƟ§ÓŒÍƟ¸¾É�
§¸Ç¾ÉÓ�¹ÓƟÓ¥�¹Ɵ�á�ÉƟ�¾ÉƟ�ÉÓ§ÍÓÍƟÓ¾ƟÖÍ�ƟÓ¥�§ÉƟá¾§��ÍƟÓ¾Ɵ�¥�´´�¹ �ƟÇ¾â�É

5IV����+VM�����������`&%5

*O�"UMBOUB�UIF�#FMU-JOF�&BTUTJEF�5SBJM�SFDFOUMZ�TBX�B�OFX�BEEJUJPO�UP�JUT�MBOETDBQF��B�OFX�QVCMJD
BSUXPSL�CZ�UIF�)JTUPSJD�'PVSUI�8BSE�1BSL�DMPTF�UP�UIF�CJSUIQMBDF�PG�%S�.BSUJO�-VUIFS�,JOH�+S�

6OUJM����"VHVTU�QFEFTUSJBOT�XJMM�TFF�B���GU�UBMM�����MC�"GSP�QJDL�

*U¾T�B�TDVMQUVSF�CZ�UIF�/FX�:PSL�BSUJTU�)BOL�8JMMJT�5IPNBT�DBMMFE�"MM�1PXFS�UP�"MM�1FPQMF��"T�QBSU
PG�IJT�QSPKFDU�XJUI�,JOESFE�"SUT�UIF�TDVMQUVSF�XJMM�UPVS�DJUJFT�BDSPTT�UIF�64�BIFBE�PG�UIF
QSFTJEFOUJBM�FMFDUJPO�JO�/PWFNCFS�



À5P�NF�UIF�XPSL�JT�B�DFMFCSBUJPO�BOE�B�QSPWPDBUJPOÁ�5IPNBT�UPME�UIF�(VBSEJBO��À*U¾T�B�TZNCPM�PG
DPNNVOJUZ�TUSFOHUI�KVTUJDF�BOE�CFMPOHJOH�UIBU�BJNT�UP�JOTQJSF�BDUJPO�BOE�EFNBOE�TPDJBM
DIBOHF�Á

"GUFS�JUT�UJNF�JO�"UMBOUB�UIF�TDVMQUVSF�XJMM�USBWFM�UP�8BTIJOHUPO�%$�GSPN�������"VHVTU�DPJODJEJOH
XJUI�UIF�GPSUIDPNJOH�(FU�:PVS�,OFF�0ū�0VS�/FDLT��$PNNJUNFOU�.BSDI�PO�8BTIJOHUPO�PO���
"VHVTU�MFE�CZ�UIF�3FW�"M�4IBSQUPO��UIF�FWFOU�NBSLT�UIF���UI�BOOJWFSTBSZ�PG�,JOH¾T�*�)BWF�B�%SFBN
TQFFDI��5IF�TDVMQUVSF�UIFO�USBWFMT�UP�-PT�"OHFMFT�$IJDBHP�BOE�1IJMBEFMQIJB��*U�QSFWJPVTMZ
BQQFBSFE�PO�EJTQMBZ�PVUTJEF�UIF�"GSJDB�$FOUFS�JO�.BOIBUUBO�MBTU�ZFBS�

*O�MJHIU�PG�UIF�#MBDL�-JWFT�.BUUFS�QSPUFTUT�BOE�SBDJTU�$POGFEFSBUF�NPOVNFOUT�BOE�NFNPSJBMT
SFNPWFE�JO�SFDFOU�NPOUIT�TPNF�XPOEFS�XIBU�UIF�GVUVSF�PG�QVCMJD�BSU�BOE�NPOVNFOUT�XJMM�MPPL
MJLF��À1VCMJD�NPOVNFOUT�IBWF�B�IJHIFS�DIBSHF�OPXÁ�TBJE�5IPNBT��À8JUI�BMM�UIF�UIJOHT�UIBU�IBWF
CFFO�IBQQFOJOH�XJUI�NPOVNFOUT�BDSPTT�UIF�DPVOUSZ�UIJT�GFMU�NPSF�JNQPSUBOU�UIBO�FWFS�Á

5IF�ÑSTU�"GSP�DPNC�XBT�QBUFOUFE�JO������CZ�UXP�"GSJDBO�"NFSJDBOT�4BNVFM�)�#VOEMFT�+S�BOE
)FOSZ�.�$IJMESFZ��*U�XBT�QPQVMBSJ[FE�CZ�UIF�#MBDL�1PXFS�NPWFNFOU�BOE�PGUFO�EFTJHOFE�XJUI�B
DMFODIFE�ÑTU�BOE�B�QFBDF�TJHO�

À5IF�QFBDF�TJHO�IBT�CFFO�BO�FMFNFOU�PG�CMBDL�QPXFS��*U�XBT�B�UJNF�PG�UIF�SBEJDBM�SFEFÑOJUJPO�PG
CFBVUZ�UIF�HSPXJOH�PG�PVS�IBJS�BOE�UIF�DFMFCSBUJPO�PG�DVMUVSF�UIBU�XBT�VOEFSBQQSFDJBUFEÁ�TBJE
5IPNBT�

5IF�ÑTU�XBT�BEEFE�UP�NBOZ�"GSP�DPNCT�BT�B�OPE�UP�UIF�#MBDL�1PXFS�TBMVUF�UIBU�XBT�QPQVMBSJ[FE�CZ
UIF�#MBDL�1BOUIFS�QBSUZ��"U�UIF�UJNF�JU�XBT�LOPXO�BT�UIF�#MBDL�1PXFS�"GSP�QJDL�IBJS�DPNC�BOE�XBT
NBOVGBDUVSFE�CZ�"OUPOJP¾T�.BOVGBDUVSJOH�GPVOEFE�CZ�"OUIPOZ�3�3PNBOJ�	XIP�EFTJHOFE�UIF
"GSP�SBLF�DPNC�BOE�UIF�QFBDF�TJHO�"GSP�QJDL�JO�����
�

À*U�JT�B�VOJUJOH�NPUJG�XPSO�BT�BEPSONFOU�B�QPMJUJDBM�FNCMFN�BOE�TJHOBUVSF�PG�DPMMFDUJWF�JEFOUJUZÁ
TBJE�5IPNBT��À*O�MJHIU�PG�POHPJOH�BOUJ�CMBDL�QPMJDF�CSVUBMJUZ�BOE�B�QBOEFNJD�UIBU
EJTQSPQPSUJPOBUFMZ�BūFDUT�CMBDL�JOEJWJEVBMT�JU¾T�BO�VSHFOU�QVCMJD�BSU�QJFDF�TFSWJOH�BT�B�TZNCPM�PG
VOJUZ�QSJEF�TUSFOHUI�QFSTFWFSBODF�KVTUJDF�BOE�CFMPOHJOH�Á

5IF�TDVMQUVSF�JO�"UMBOUB��1IPUPHSBQI��.BSD�5VSOMFZ



5IF�LFZ�IF�TBZT�JT�UIF�QFBDF�TJHO�BU�UIF�IFBSU�PG�UIF�"GSP�QJDL��À&WFO�XJUI�UIF�#MBDL�1BOUIFST
XIBU�UIFZ�XBOUFE�XBT�QFBDF�CVU�UIFSF�XBT�B�XBS�PO�UIF�DPNNVOJUZ�TP�JU�XBT�DBMMFE�UIF�#MBDL
1BOUIFS�1BSUZ�GPS�4FMG�%FGFOTFÁ�IF�BEET��À*�XBOUFE�UP�IJHIMJHIU�UIJT�JEFB�PG�UIF�#MBDL�1PXFS
NPWFNFOU�BT�BMXBZT�CFJOH�B�QFBDF�NPWFNFOU�Á

5IPNBT�JT�LOPXO�GPS�IJT�SFDFOU�QVCMJD�BSU�QSPKFDUT�JODMVEJOH�*ODBSDFSBUJPO�/BUJPOT��8SJUJOH�PO
UIF�8BMM�XIFSF�UIF�BSUJTU�BOE�%S�#B[�%SFJTJOHFS�IBWF�QSPKFDUFE�XSJUJOHT�CZ�QSJTPOFST�GFBSGVM�PG
DBUDIJOH�UIF�DPSPOBWJSVT�PO�UP�.BOIBUUBO¾T�DSJNJOBM�KVTUJDF�CVJMEJOHT��)F�JT�BMTP�XPSLJOH�PO�UIF
POHPJOH�QSPKFDU�'PS�'SFFEPNT�BO�POHPJOH�DPVOUSZ�XJEF�CJMMCPBSE�BSU�JOJUJBUJWF�DP�GPVOEFE�XJUI
&SJD�(PUUFTNBO�BOE�.JDIFMMF�8PP�XIJDI�IBT�QSPWPLFE�B�EFCBUF�BSPVOE�WPUJOH�

5IF�OFX�TDVMQUVSF�XBT�JOTQJSFE�CZ�UIF�BSUJTU¾T������QSPKFDU�"MM�1PXFS�UP�"MM�1FPQMF�B��GU�"GSP�QJDL
UIF�BSUJTU�NBEF�GPS�.VSBM�"SUT�1IJMBEFMQIJB�BOE�.POVNFOU�-BC�

*U�TBU�OFBS�1IJMBEFMQIJB�$JUZ�)BMM�OFYU�UP�UIF�NPOVNFOU�PG�'SBOL�3J[[P�UIF�DPOUSPWFSTJBM
DPOTFSWBUJWF�NBZPS�BOE�QPMJDF�DIJFG�XIP�BUUBDLFE�UIF�#MBDL�1BOUIFST�JO�UIF�����T��5IF�3J[[P
NPOVNFOU�XBT�SFNPWFE�JO�+VOF��À"GUFS�UIBU�TDVMQUVSF�XBT�SFNPWFE�UIFSF�XFSF�SFDFOU�DBMMT�GPS
NZ�QJDL�QJFDF�UP�UBLF�JUT�QMBDF�UIFSFÁ�TBJE�5IPNBT�

*U�USBWFMFE�UPP�UP�#VSOJOH�.BO�UIF�BOOVBM�FWFOU�JO�/FWBEB¾T�#MBDL�3PDL�%FTFSU�MBTU�TVNNFS�
À5IF�TDVMQUVSF�XBT�BU�JUT�CFTU�BU�#VSOJOH�.BO�CFDBVTF�UIFSF�BSF�MFTT�SVMFT�TP�QFPQMF�DPVME�DMJNC
VQ�JOTJEF�JUÁ�TBJE�5IPNBT�

À8F�IBE�-&%�MJHIUT�UIBU�NBEF�JU�DIBOHF�DPMPS�BU�OJHIU��5IFSF�XBT�BMTP�B�TPVOEUSBDL�UIBU�XFOU
BMPOH�XJUI�JU�DBMMFE�#MBDL�3JHIUFPVT�4QBDF�XIJDI�IBT�TQFFDIFT�BOE�NVTJD�GSPN�"GSP�$BSJCCFBO
BOE�"GSJDBO�"NFSJDBO�NPWFNFOUT�PG�UIF�QBTUÁ�IF�BEET��À#VSOJOH�.BO�JTO¾U�UIF�NPTU�DVMUVSBMMZ
EJWFSTF�QMBDF�TP�JU�XBT�NPOVNFOUBM�BT�B�TUBUFNFOU�Á

%FTQJUF�UIF�SFDFOU�XBWF�PG�QVCMJD�BSU�BT�B�NFSF�TFMÑF�PQ�GPS�*OTUBHSBNNFST�5IPNBT�TUJMM�CFMJFWFT
UIBU�JU�DBO�TQBSL�BDUJPO�UIBU�BSU�DBO�JOÒVFODF�UIF�QVCMJD�WPUF��À8F�TFF�IPX�QPMJUJDBM�QVCMJD�TQBDF
JT��8IBU¾T�FYDJUJOH�BCPVU�UIJT�XPSL�JT�UIBU�JU¾T�WFSZ�NVDI�B�SBMMZJOH�DBMMÁ�IF�TBJE��À)BWJOH�JU�UPVS
EVSJOH�UIJT�FMFDUJPO�IBT�FYUSFNF�QPUFODZ�BOE�QPXFS�Á

5IPNBT¾T�ÑSTU�NBKPS�SFUSPTQFDUJWF�XJMM�PQFO���4FQUFNCFS�BU�UIF�$JODJOOBUJ�"SUT�.VTFVN��)F
SFDPHOJ[FT�UIBU�UIJT�OFX�TDVMQUVSF�JT�UJNFMZ�BNJE�UIF�TPDJBM�VQIFBWBM�TUPSNJOH�UIF�HMPCF�FWFO

5IPNBT¾T�"MM�1PXFS�UP�"MM�1FPQMF�TDVMQUVSF�JO�1IJMBEFMQIJB�
1IPUPHSBQI��.BUU�3PVSLF�"1



UIPVHI�IF�IBT�CFFO�NBLJOH�QPMJUJDBM�BSU�GPS�UIF�QBTU����ZFBST�

À*U¾T�TPNFUIJOH�*¾N�TUJMM�SFDPODJMJOH�XJUIÁ�TBJE�5IPNBT��À*U¾T�IFBSUCSFBLJOH�UP�UIJOL�UIBU�JU�UBLFT
TFWFSBM�NVSEFST�CZ�UIF�QFPQMF�XIP�BSF�IJSFE�UP�TFSWF�BOE�QSPUFDU�VT�JO�PSEFS�GPS�UIFSF�UP�CF�USVF
NPWFNFOU�UP�VOEFSTUBOE�BDLOPXMFEHF�TPNFUIJOH�TP�CBTJD�XIJDI�JT�UIBU�CMBDL�MJWFT�NBUUFS�

À*¾WF�BMXBZT�TUSVHHMFE�XJUI�UIF�OFDFTTJUZ�PG�FWFO�IBWJOH�UP�TBZ�UIBU�CFDBVTF�JU¾T�TP�PCWJPVTÁ�IF
TBJE��À*�BN�MPPLJOH�GPSXBSE�UP�UIF�NPNFOU�XIFSF�B�MPU�PG�UIJOHT�*¾N�UBMLJOH�BCPVU�BSF�UIF�OPSN�
)PX�EP�XF�DPOUJOVF�UP�SFEFÑOF�BOE�PQFO�OFX�EPPST�GPS�PUIFS�QFPQMF�UP�HFU�NPSF�BDDFTT�UP�MJCFSUZ
BOE�KVTUJDF Á

.BOZ�"NFSJDBOT�BSF�MPPLJOH�GPSXBSE�UP�DIBOHJOH�UIF�DPVSTF�PG�UIF�DPVOUSZ�XJUI�UIF�FMFDUJPO�CVU
5IPNBT�TBZT�UIBU�NJHIU�OPU�CF�UIF�VMUJNBUF�BOTXFS��À"�TJOHMF�FMFDUJPO�EPFTO¾U�NBUUFSÁ�IF�TBZT�
À&WFSZUIJOH�IFMQT�»�FWFO�UIF�DVSSFOU�QSFTJEFOU�IFMQT�CFDBVTF�IF�IFMQT�TIPX�XIBU¾T�BU�TUBLF�XIFO
XF�EPO¾U�FOHBHF�Á

5IPNBT�CFMJFWFT�BSUJTUT�IBWF�BO�BCJMJUZ�UP�TFF�UIF�GVUVSF�UIBU�UIFZ�DBO�DIBOOFM�XIBU�UIFZ�IBWF
TFFO�UISPVHI�UIFJS�BSUXPSL�

À*U�JTO¾U�KVTU�BSUJTUT�JU¾T�BDUJWJTUT�BT�XFMMÁ�IF�TBJE��À8F�NBZ�OPU�TFF�PS�CF�UIFSF�GPS�UIF�ÑOBM
NPNFOU�BT�.BSUJO�-VUIFS�,JOH�+S�TBJE�PO�UIF�OJHIU�IF�XBT�NVSEFSFE��½*¾WF�TFFO�UIF�NPVOUBJOUPQ�
*�NJHIU�OPU�HFU�UIFSF�XJUI�ZPV�¾

À*�GFFM�MJLF�UIBU¾T�TP�QSPQIFUJD�TP�GSJHIUFOJOH�CVU�*�VOEFSTUBOE�NPSF�BCPVU�XIBU�IF¾T�TBZJOHÁ�TBJE
5IPNBT��À5IF�SPBE�UPXBSET�QSPHSFTT�JT�BMXBZT�VOEFS�DPOTUSVDUJPO��5IF�XPSL�XJMM�OPU�CF�DPNQMFUF
JO�PVS�MJGFUJNF�Á

E

1IPUPHSBQI��"OESFB�#MBODI

5IJT�BSUJDMF�XBT�BNFOEFE�PO���"VHVTU������UP�BEE�.JDIFMMF�8PP¾T�OBNF�UP�UIF�DP�GPVOEFST�PG�'PS
'SFFEPNT



"NFSJDB�JT�BU�B�DSPTTSPBET����
����JO�UIF�DPNJOH�NPOUIT�BOE�UIF�SFTVMUT�XJMM�EFÑOF�UIF�DPVOUSZ�GPS�B�HFOFSBUJPO��5IFTF�BSF
QFSJMPVT�UJNFT��0WFS�UIF�MBTU�UISFF�ZFBST�NVDI�PG�XIBU�UIF�(VBSEJBO�IPMET�EFBS�IBT�CFFO
UISFBUFOFE�»�EFNPDSBDZ�DJWJMJUZ�USVUI�

5IF�DPVOUSZ�JT�BU�B�DSPTTSPBET��4DJFODF�JT�JO�B�CBUUMF�XJUI�DPOKFDUVSF�BOE�JOTUJODU�UP�EFUFSNJOF
QPMJDZ�JO�UIF�NJEEMF�PG�B�QBOEFNJD��"U�UIF�TBNF�UJNF�UIF�64�JT�SFDLPOJOH�XJUI�DFOUVSJFT�PG�SBDJBM
JOKVTUJDF�»�BT�UIF�8IJUF�)PVTF�TUPLFT�EJWJTJPO�BMPOH�SBDJBM�MJOFT��"U�B�UJNF�MJLF�UIJT�BO�JOEFQFOEFOU
OFXT�PSHBOJTBUJPO�UIBU�ÑHIUT�GPS�USVUI�BOE�IPMET�QPXFS�UP�BDDPVOU�JT�OPU�KVTU�PQUJPOBM��*U�JT
FTTFOUJBM�

-JLF�NBOZ�OFXT�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�UIF�(VBSEJBO�IBT�CFFO�TJHOJÑDBOUMZ�JNQBDUFE�CZ�UIF�QBOEFNJD�
8F�SFMZ�UP�BO�FWFS�HSFBUFS�FYUFOU�PO�PVS�SFBEFST�CPUI�GPS�UIF�NPSBM�GPSDF�UP�DPOUJOVF�EPJOH
KPVSOBMJTN�BU�B�UJNF�MJLF�UIJT�BOE�GPS�UIF�ÑOBODJBM�TUSFOHUI�UP�GBDJMJUBUF�UIBU�SFQPSUJOH�

:PV¾WF�SFBE�NPSF�UIBO� ���BSUJDMFT�8IBU�T�UIJT �8F�XPVME�MJLF�UP�SFNJOE�ZPV�IPX�NBOZ�(VBSEJBO
BSUJDMFT�ZPV�WF�FOKPZFE�PO�UIJT�EFWJDF��$BO�XF�DPOUJOVF�TIPXJOH�ZPV�UIJT �:FT�UIBU�T�0,�/P�PQU
NF�PVU�1MFBTF�OPUF�ZPV�DBOOPU�VOEP�UIJT�BDUJPO�PS�PQU�CBDL�JO�JO�UIF�MBTU�OJOF�NPOUIT��8F�CFMJFWF
FWFSZ�POF�PG�VT�EFTFSWFT�FRVBM�BDDFTT�UP�GBDU�CBTFE�OFXT�BOE�BOBMZTJT��8F¾WF�EFDJEFE�UP�LFFQ
(VBSEJBO�KPVSOBMJTN�GSFF�GPS�BMM�SFBEFST�SFHBSEMFTT�PG�XIFSF�UIFZ�MJWF�PS�XIBU�UIFZ�DBO�BūPSE�UP
QBZ��5IJT�JT�NBEF�QPTTJCMF�UIBOLT�UP�UIF�TVQQPSU�XF�SFDFJWF�GSPN�SFBEFST�BDSPTT�"NFSJDB�JO�BMM���
TUBUFT�

"T�PVS�CVTJOFTT�NPEFM�DPNFT�VOEFS�FWFO�HSFBUFS�QSFTTVSF�XF¾E�MPWF�ZPVS�IFMQ�TP�UIBU�XF�DBO
DBSSZ�PO�PVS�FTTFOUJBM�XPSL��*G�ZPV�DBO�TVQQPSU�UIF�(VBSEJBO�GSPN�BT�MJUUMF�BT����¼�BOE�JU�POMZ
UBLFT�B�NJOVUF��5IBOL�ZPV�
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                       Deeper Truths: 
A Conversation with           
       Hank Willis Thomas

by Antwaun Sargent 
 
Love Over Rules,  
2018.  
View of billboard activa-
tion in Nashville, TN. 
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Hank Willis Thomas, who was recently awarded a 
Guggenheim Fellowship, has emerged as one of the 
most prolific artists of his generation. Formally trained 
as a photographer, over the last 15 years, he has 
considered the relationship we have to images and 
what they say about our priorities and privileges, 
focusing primarily on popular, found imagery from 
history, sport, and fashion. He recontextualizes so 
effectively that his work has changed how we see 
images that we often passively consume. In the early 
“Unbranded” series, for instance, he removed the 
language and logos from advertisements, leaving only 
the images. The gesture focused attention on the 
outsized influence corporations have in shaping 
common notions of race, gender, beauty, and sexuality.

The idea is to get at “a deeper truth,” says Thomas, who 
recently co-founded an art political-action commit-
tee called For Freedoms. This impulse has increas-
ingly driven him to use photographs as the basis for 
a burgeoning sculptural practice rooted in social 
engagement. For him, “It’s all one…‘Form is nothing 
more than an extension of content’ is what one of my 
professors once said.” The Truth Booth, an interactive 
installation that has traveled across the world, allowed 
participants to dialogue about questions concerning 
their communities; All Power to All People, a monu-
mental Afro-pick planted outside City Hall in Phila-
delphia in 2017, was a poignant reminder of self-de-
termination; and other sculptures, such as Strike, 
Liberty, and Die Dompas Moet Brand! (The Passport 
Must Burn!), often fabricated in fiberglass, steel, and 
bronze, isolated gestures and iconic moments found in 
photographs to draw attention to acts of destruction, 
power, and love.

Antwaun Sargent: I was reading through All Things Being 

Equal..., the monograph published in conjunction with 

your survey exhibition, on view at the Portland Art 

Museum in Oregon through January 12, 2020, and I came 

across the statement, “I’m much more influenced by 

Beyoncé than Picasso.” What do you mean by that?

Hank Willis Thomas: Even though my mother’s a curator 
and art historian, that wasn’t the driving force in my 
social identity. You and I, we grew up in what’s called 
the MTV Generation. We take our cues from people in 

popular culture. The audacity and, some might say, 
perfection that Beyoncé represents are qualities that 
I’ve always taken inspiration from.

AS: One of the strategies that you’ve employed 

across your career is the use of image archives— 

online, in libraries, in museum collections, and in 

magazines. How do you see your relationship to the 

found image?

HWT: I studied photography in the analog days and was 
really into it. My mother’s a photographer and a photo 
historian. But, in so many ways, I see myself as a 
product of my generation. Within about three years of 
graduating undergrad, the whole landscape shifted to 
digital. I had to reconsider not only my relationship to 
the camera, but also to images, because there were more 
photographs being taken in a split second than one 
could make sense of. Now everyone has an equal-quality 
camera in their pocket, and so everyone has the capacity 
to become a photographer. What does this mean in 
relation to making images, to understanding them, and 
how do they impact our lives? Do we think about the 
ubiquity of photographs and how we can start to distill 
meaning from them and maybe reshape them? Most of 
what we know about ourselves and our culture is really 
shaped through commercial images, through advertising 
and popular culture. I have used those images as the 
basis for my investigation of my own identity as well as 
the identity of this moment.

AS: It’s All a Question of Luck (2010) is a diptych of 

Josephine Baker and another black woman. The 

juxtaposition creates a dialogue between the images 

in which you can see the influence of Baker on the 

culture and the ways in which black femininity is 

portrayed over time. I always think about your work 

as a conversation with the ways in which blackness 

is represented and the power or powerlessness in 

that representation. When you are creating works like 

It’s All a Question of Luck, how are you thinking 

about questions of representation?

HWT: I’m always wondering, are we recycling old ideas 
or are we actually innovating? Is it exploitative or 
actually revolutionary? The story of Josephine Baker is 
in part about someone who’d been overlooked, 

C L O C K W I S E  F R O M 
T O P  L E F T:
The Truth is I Love You, 
2015.  
Aluminum lamppost 
sign with vinyl graphics 
on both sides, view of 
installation at Metrotech 
Commons, Brooklyn, NY.

All Power to  
All People,   
2017.  
Aluminum and stainless 
steel,  
98 x 43.5 x 2.5 in.

Strike,   
2018.  
Stainless steel with 
mirrored finish,  
32.5 x 31 x 7.5 in.

Liberty,   
2015.  
Fiberglass and 
chameleon auto paint 
finish,  
35 x 10 x 10 in. O
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hank willis thomas

      Sports is also a highly political landscape. When you 
think about many of the major advancements for disenfranchised  
people—African American, Native American, Latino, and  
women—many of those happened through sports.

F R O M  A B O V E :
White Imitates Black,  
2009.  
Lenticular print,  
40 x 30 in.

Branded Head,   
2003.  
Lambda photograph,  
30 x 20 in.
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especially as a black woman. She had to leave the 
United States and exoticize herself in order to be seen 
as beautiful. I’m also trying to excavate, looking beneath 
the layers to see what is the influence of making that 
image a real image.

AS: Over the last several years, you’ve used images 

that have shaped our imaginations and possibilities  

of identity to create sculpture. How has your changing 

relationship to the camera and its images informed 

this shift?

HWT: We live in a moment of 3D scanning and capture, 
motion capture, and mechanical reproductions. I  
guess there’s a question I am trying to pose through the 
sculptures: Is it possible to have a phenomenal rela-
tionship to a historic or iconic moment? My first years 
making sculpture, I was looking at images from apart-
heid South Africa and trying to rationalize and relate 
to the tension in them—the sculptures were very much 
me trying to get myself and viewers a little bit closer to 
the history that we mostly see in two-dimensional black 
and white images from a “long time ago.” The works 
make you as a viewer present with whatever moment is 
being chosen or captured.

AS: In thinking about your shift to sculpture, the 

recent activity of your art political-action committee, 

For Freedoms, comes to mind. The 50 State Initiative, 

a campaign to bring artist-designed billboards to 

every state in America, operates in an in-between 

space. When you were conceptualizing that project, 

were you thinking sculpturally about how those 

billboards might consider an existing landscape?

HWT: Public advertising is very much an art form. It’s 
not what we might call a high art form, but I think part 
of what we wanted to do, which included town halls,  
exhibitions, and billboards, was to encourage viewers 
and ourselves to reconsider public space and institution-
al space. By making these billboards as artworks, we 
were trying to change the meaning of what a billboard 
is and how it should function.

AS: What were some of the conversations that you 

wanted to have with the public through those particu-

lar objects?
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For Freedoms,
Four Freedoms,  
2018.  
View of billboard 
activation in  
Des Moines, IA.

hank willis thomas
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HWT: I think the question that I asked was literally, 
“What does the question look like in public space?” 
Meaning, most of these commercial advertising spaces 
are used exclusively to tell people where to go, what 
to buy, and who to be. Our billboards are framed as 
political, but most of what the artists do within their 
work is ask questions. We did not direct the billboards. 
We were just creating space for artists to do what they 
already do in their private studio practices but to pres-
ent it in a new way. “Where Do We Go From Here?” is 
one of the questions on Eric Gottesman’s billboard. We 
are interested in rethinking the discourse that mem-
bers of the public can have with an artist. With most 
art, these exchanges are supposed to happen in what 
people often see as exclusive white cubes or museums. 
But in this case, the same works found in museums are 
in public space. Hopefully they are raising the level of 
critical engagement around the images and the works 
we see in public space.

AS: The impression is that your work has shifted from 

being focused on subliminal language and messages 

carried in advertisements and popular imagery—in 

the “Branded” and “Unbranded” series and White 

Imitates Black (2009)—to being more concerned with 

overtly political images and messaging in Raise Up 

(2016) or For Freedoms.

HWT: All art is political. The question is: How do we 
define “political,” and how do we define “art”? I guess 
some people would see Branded Head and Scarred 
Chest (both 2003), which preceded “Unbranded,” as 
even more political. I think about the extraction of 
the political when we think about the billboards. One 
of the billboards that got censored by the billboard 
companies was Adam Pendleton’s work. They felt they 
couldn’t understand it on the surface, so therefore it 
was a threat.

AS: The Sword Swallower (2017) and Tip Off (2014) 

continue your fascination with sports. In these 

sculptures, you make the politics of sports the 

subject of the games, but it seems like you are drawn 

to the spectacle, too.

HWT: It’s the spectacle, but sports is also a highly politi-
cal landscape. When you think about many of the major 
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advancements for disenfranchised people—African 
American, Native American, Latino, and women—many 
of those happened through sports. When you think 
about Billie Jean King and even Michael Jordan, Jim 
Brown, and Muhammad Ali, it was really through their 
undeniable beauty, integrity, and creativity that the pub-
lic was forced to engage with them as human beings.

AS: What’s interesting to me is how the work grapples 

with multiple notions of what is political in society 

and art.

HWT: It’s really about highlighting the fact that all art is 
political. When we talk about Picasso, why is his work 
important 100 years later? What’s become centered as 
valuable, and who originates or seemed to originate 
ideas that are central to our society, is political. Most 
of what we know about ancient Greece and ancient 
Egypt, and even the Renaissance era, is through the art.  
So what is seen as art, who is seen as a valuable artist, 
and what is preserved are not only important but also 
hyper-political.

AS: Raise Up is situated in Montgomery, Alabama, on 

the grounds of the National Memorial for Peace and 

Justice, which is dedicated to those who lost their lives 

to lynching. I find the placement to be a significant 

gesture, both a political and poetic representation of a 

history of black struggle and freedom. When you are 

thinking about the installation of your sculpture in situ, 

what is that process like?

HWT: In that space, my sculpture is a small part of  
Bryan Stevenson’s vision. Even though he doesn’t see 
himself as an artist, his craft and his storytelling  
obviously create the platform and the opportunity for 
my work to be seen. It was his idea to place that specific 
sculpture within the context of the National Memorial 
for Peace and Justice. I had originally conceptualized 
the sculpture to be that size, but I never could’ve imag-
ined that a few years later there’d be someone thinking 
more thoughtfully about its placement than I would.

AS: You’re designing Boston’s Martin Luther King Jr. 

memorial. It will feature the arms of King and his wife, 

Coretta Scott King, embracing in bronze. It is an 

untraditional monument in that it does not capture the 

The Embrace,  
2019.
Rendering of Boston’s 
Martin Luther King Jr. 
memorial.

hank willis thomas
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hank willis thomas

Hank Willis Thomas  
and Light Work,
US IS THEM THEY  
ARE US,  
2018.
View of billboard  
activation in  
Syracuse, NY.
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full likenesses of these Civil Rights icons.

HWT: I was inspired by a photograph that highlights 
the intimacy that they had with one another and the 
fact that they fell in love in Boston. How do we talk 
about, in a memorial, more than just two people? I was 
interested in their capacity for love and commitment 
and partnership. Their love shifted society. The way in 
which his arms are wrapped around hers was some-
thing I thought could be a poetic reminder for us to 
reflect on the greater history of partnership and love 
that is critical to freedom movements.

AS: It’s almost an abstraction of their love, of black love.

HWT: Unfortunately, we’ve become so accustomed to 
hearing Martin Luther King’s name that we no longer 
see him when we see images of him. We don’t recognize 
him as someone who was seen as the most dangerous 
man in the country at the peak of his impact. How do 
we connect the deeper part of his legacy, which is in 
part the partnership with Coretta Scott King? I didn’t 
want to make it about idealistic, perfect people, but 
about their bond. I felt that by focusing on the arms, I 
could focus more clearly on the bond.

AS: It reminds me of Love Over Rules, a phrase that has 

come to define your life in a lot of ways. It was the theme 

of your wedding, and you subsequently made it into a 

neon light installation, installed in downtown San 

Francisco and in the lobby of the Brooklyn Museum. 

Both of these works emphasize the ways in which your 

practice is also an investigation of language.

HWT: I think about a For Freedoms billboard I saw in 
September that said, “words shape reality.” What you 
choose to photograph, make into a sculpture, or tell in a 
story in many ways dictates our understanding of things. 
If we’re not questioning those words or reconsidering 
those meanings, we could also not be understanding C
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deeper truths about what we’re hearing or seeing. How 
do you reconsider and reimagine our relationship to 
everyday objects or overused tropes? How do we start  
to give ourselves new meaning or understanding? That’s 
exactly what I try to do. I try to bring history forward 
and to take the things we already know or think we 
know and show them in a new light, to not only view 
them but also to broaden understanding.

AS: The newer retro-reflective vinyl works of iconic 

protest images in some ways do exactly that—they 

stand out as a way of telling the viewer to engage 

history. To see the work, you have to flash a light on it. 

The images are confrontational. You flash a light on “I 

tried to see a friendly face somewhere in the crowd” 

#1 (2017) and there’s Elizabeth Eckford integrating 

Little Rock Central High School in 1957. The crowd is 

washed out in paint, so you have to focus on the 

enormity of that moment in history.

HWT: The images are printed on material that only 
works by being illuminated through the perspective 
of light from a specific angle or view. I’m interested in 
how what we choose to shine light on affects what’s 
visible—that’s extremely relevant when we think about 
historical images. Sometimes you can make something 
invisible unless you shine a light on it, and then it  
becomes highly visible. I’m playing with the tension  
of hyper-visibility and invisibility. It’s about the narra-
tives we shine a light on and the ones we don’t, and  
the people we shine a light on and the ones we don’t.

AS: What questions do you still have left to ask?

HWT: What are we buying into when we choose to  
buy products based off an image that’s telling us who 
and what is important? What are we relinquishing 
when we allow notions of ourselves and others to be 
shaped by corporate agendas? 

       I’m always wondering, are we recycling  
old ideas or are we actually innovating?  
Is it exploitative or actually revolutionary?
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Artist Hank Willis Thomas’ “Unity” Takes ItsPlace In Downtown Brooklyn
About DDCNewsContact

Artist Hank Willis Thomas’ “Unity” Takes Its Place In Downtown
Brooklyn
Commissioned through the City’s Percent for Art program as part of a broader revitalization of
the Tillary Street corridor

DDC: Shoshana Khan, 718-391-1251, KhanSho@ddc.nyc.gov

(Brooklyn, NY - November 12, 2019) The NYC Department of Design and Construction (DDC) and
NYC Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA) today announced the installation of “Unity,” a new,
monumental public artwork that was commissioned as part of the ongoing reconstruction of Tillary
Street in downtown Brooklyn. Installed on Saturday, November 9, on the western median of the Tillary
Street and Adams Street intersection, the piece welcomes travelers from the Brooklyn Bridge and
creates a new landmark at this high-profile location.

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/ddc/index.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/ddc/about/about-ddc.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/ddc/about/press-releases/2019/press-releases.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/ddc/about/contact-ddc.page
mailto:KhanSho@ddc.nyc.gov


"Unity" points skyward in downtown Brooklyn

The sculpture was commissioned under the City’s Percent for Art program, and is part of the
comprehensive reconstruction of the Tillary Street area that DDC is managing for the NYC Department
of Transportation. The $46.5 million, two-phase effort will simplify street geometry, create substantial
protected space for pedestrians and bicyclists by widening sidewalks, install planted medians
throughout the area and create a new public plaza at the intersection of Tillary Street, Clinton Street and
Cadman Plaza West. There will also be upgraded water mains, traffic signals, street lighting, hydrants,
manholes and wayfinding signs throughout the project area.

This large-scale sculpture of a bronze arm communicates a myriad of ideas about individual and
collective identity, ambition and perseverance. The piece measures 22.5 feet in height, emerges from
the ground and points towards the sky, echoing the Statue of Liberty’s iconic gesture.

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dclapercentforart/index.page


A crane lowers “Unity” into place on Tillary Street in Brooklyn

“Many DDC projects include a ‘Percent for Art’ component as a way to beautify our urban
environment,” said DDC Commissioner Lorraine Grillo. “The Tillary Street reconstruction projects will
also calm traffic and add pedestrian space, making the area safer and more inviting to pedestrians and
keeping with Mayor de Blasio’s Vision Zero goals.”

“Works of public art shape and define open spaces across New York City,” said Kendal Henry,
Director of the NYC Department of Cultural Affairs’ Percent for Art program. “With ‘Unity,’ Hank
Willis Thomas captures a huge range of meaning with a simple form, conveying a sense of uplift, hope,
and a little bit of Brooklyn attitude at this prominent site. We are thrilled to join our partners at DDC and
DOT to install this instantly iconic work of public art.”

“This sculpture is an homage to and celebration of the unique and multi-faceted character of the
borough of Brooklyn,” said artist Hank Willis Thomas. “The spirit of Brooklyn has always been about
upward mobility and connection to roots. The large-scale sculpture of a bronze arm pointing toward the
sky is intended to convey to a wide audience a myriad of ideas about individual and collective identity,
ambition, and perseverance.”

“Brooklyn is a borough of history, character and distinction,” said City Council Majority Leader Laurie
Cumbo. “With over 2 million people shaping the culture and vibrancy of our great borough, I am so
delighted that Hank Willis Thomas’s ‘Unity’ sculpture lives in Downtown Brooklyn, to remind us of the
importance of togetherness, persistence and possibility. As Brooklynites, I encourage us to view this
new landmark as a renewal of that Brooklyn pride which we carry daily. Let it also call us to walk the
path collectively toward success, growth, and enhanced unity.”

The artist worked closely with UAP Polich Tallix, located in Rock Tavern, New York throughout the
fabrication of “Unity.” The foundry was provided with a 3D file of the artwork, which was then milled into
10-pound foam patterns. UAP Polich Tallix then used multiple fine art bronze casting processes to
create the sculpture, which subsequently received a patina finish and was transported from their
facilities directly to the installation site. The Downtown Brooklyn Partnership will be responsible for
ongoing maintenance of the work.

"It's wonderful to have permanent public art of this caliber, by a Brooklyn-based artist, at a location
where so many make their entrance to the borough," said Downtown Brooklyn Partnership President
Regina Myer. "Hank Willis Thomas' monumental Unity will serve as a memorable landmark, and as a
symbol of Brooklyn's triumphant spirit. The City's ongoing investment into the area's public art is
recognition of Downtown Brooklyn's transformation into a thriving destination, and we are thankful to
DCLA, DDC, and DOT, for their work and commitment to the project."

About the NYC Department of Design and Construction

The Department of Design and Construction is the City’s primary capital construction project manager.
In supporting Mayor de Blasio’s long-term vision of growth, sustainability, resiliency, equity and healthy
living, DDC provides communities with new or renovated public buildings such as such as firehouses,
libraries, police precincts, and new or upgraded roads, sewers and water mains in all five boroughs. To
manage this $14 billion portfolio, DDC partners with other City agencies, architects and consultants,
whose experience bring efficient, innovative and environmentally-conscious design and construction
strategies to City projects. For more information, please visit nyc.gov/ddc.



Țħěřě’ș ǻ ģįǻňț șčųŀpțųřě ǿf Jǿěŀ Ěmbįįđ’ș ǻřm ... įň
Břǿǿķŀỳň?
bỳ Ňįčķ Vǻđǻŀǻ, Ųpđǻțěđ: Đěčěmběř 6, 2019

JǿěŀĚmbįįđmǻỳ ňǿț ħǻvě ħǻđ țħě běșț pěřfǿřmǻňčě įň Țħųřșđǻỳ’ș ģǻmě ǻģǻįňșț țħě ẄǻșħįňģțǿňẄįżǻřđș, bųț țħě Șįxěřș

pǿẅěř fǿřẅǻřđ ħǻș běěň běěň įmmǿřțǻŀįżěđ fǿřěvěř țħǻňķș țǿ ǻ ňěẅ șčųŀpțųřě įň Břǿǿķŀỳň— ǿř, ǻț ŀěǻșț ħįș ǻřm ħǻș.

Ňěẅ ỲǿřķČįțỳ đěbųțěđ ǻřțįșțĦǻňķẄįŀŀįșȚħǿmǻș’ Ųňįțỳ įň đǿẅňțǿẅňBřǿǿķŀỳň ŀǻșțmǿňțħ, Břǿǿķŀỳň Pǻpěř řěpǿřțș. Țħě

șčųŀpțųřě đěpįčțș ǻ 22-fǿǿț ǻřm pǿįňțįňģ țǿ țħě șķỳ ẅįțħ ǻ fiňģěř řǻįșěđ, ǻňđ ẅǻș mǿđěŀěđ fřǿmǻ țħřěě-đįměňșįǿňǻŀ șčǻň ǿf

Ěmbįįđ’ș řįģħț ǻřm.

ČĦŘİȘȚİŇǺ ĦǾŘȘȚĚŇ/PİČȚŲŘĚ-ǺĿĿİǺŇČĚ/ĐPǺ/ǺP İMǺĢĚȘ
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Ųňįțỳ ųșěș țħě Pħįŀŀỳ-bǻșěđČǻměřǿǿňįǻň’ș ǻppěňđǻģě ǻș ǻň “ħǿmǻģě țǿ, ǻňđ čěŀěbřǻțįǿň ǿf, țħě ųňįqųě ǻňđ mųŀțįfǻčěțěđ

čħǻřǻčțěř ǿf țħě bǿřǿųģħ ǿf Břǿǿķŀỳň," Țħǿmǻș șǻįđ įň ǻ șțǻțěměňț.

hankwillisthomas
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hankwillisthomas

Unity, 2019 

Today we installed my first permanent public art sculpture in the city I’m from! It’s at the
intersection of Tillary & Adams at the end of the Brooklyn Bridge. So epic and surreal. I’m so
honored and humbled to see this dream become a reality. I’m truly grateful to all of the incredible
people who made this piece of reality through so many years of hard work and collaboration! 
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“Țħě șpįřįț ǿf Břǿǿķŀỳň ħǻș ǻŀẅǻỳș běěň ǻbǿųț ųpẅǻřđmǿbįŀįțỳ ǻňđ čǿňňěčțįǿň țǿ řǿǿțș,” Țħǿmǻș șǻįđ. “Țħě ŀǻřģě-șčǻŀě

șčųŀpțųřě ǿf ǻ břǿňżě ǻřm pǿįňțįňģ țǿẅǻřđ țħě șķỳ įș įňțěňđěđ țǿ čǿňvěỳ țǿ ǻ ẅįđě ǻųđįěňčě ǻ mỳřįǻđ ǿf įđěǻș ǻbǿųț

įňđįvįđųǻŀ ǻňđ čǿŀŀěčțįvě įđěňțįțỳ, ǻmbįțįǿň, ǻňđ pěřșěvěřǻňčě.”

ǺșȚħǿmǻșẅřǿțě ěǻřŀįěř țħįș ỳěǻř ǿň İňșțǻģřǻm,ẅǿřķ ǿň țħě pįěčě běģǻň įň 2014— țħě șǻmě ỳěǻř Ěmbįįđ șįģňěđħįș řǿǿķįě

čǿňțřǻčțẅįțħ țħě 76ěřș. Țħǿmǻș ŀǻțěř țǿŀđ țħě Ňěẅ ỲǿřķŲňįvěřșįțỳ Țįșčħ Șčħǿǿŀ ǿf țħě Ǻřțș țħǻțĚmbįįđẅǿųňđ ųp běįňģ

įňvǿŀvěđ ǻŀmǿșț bỳ čħǻňčě.
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“İħǻđ ǻ șțųđįǿ vįșįț ẅįțħ șǿměpěǿpŀě ǻňđ țħěỳ șǻẅ țħǻț İ ẅǻș đǿįňģ ǻ șčųŀpțųřě, șǿ İ ẅǻș đǿįňģ mǿŀđș ǻňđ čǻșțș ẅįțħ bǿđỳ

pǻřțș ǿfŇBǺ pŀǻỳěřș. Țħěỳẅěřě ŀįķě, ‘Đǿ ỳǿų ňěěđ ǻňỳbǿđỳ ěŀșě?’ ǻňđ İ ẅǻș ŀįķě, ‘Șųřě!’” Țħǿmǻș șǻįđ. “Țħěň țħěỳ șǻįđ, ‘Ẅěŀŀ,

țħěřě’ș țħįș ķįđ, ħě ħǻșň’ț șțǻřțěđ pŀǻỳįňģ ỳěț, bųț İ’m přěțțỳ șųřě ħě’ș ģǿňňǻ bě ģǿǿđ. Ỳǿų șħǿųŀđ řěǻčħ ǿųț țǿ ħįm.’ Ǻňđ țħǻț

ẅǻș JǿěŀĚmbįįđ.”

Țħě přǿjěčț řěpǿřțěđŀỳ čǿșț $284,000, ǻňđ ẅįŀŀ řěmǻįň ǿň đįșpŀǻỳ įň Břǿǿķŀỳň fǿř ǻț ŀěǻșț 30 ỳěǻřș, Břǿǿķŀỳň Pǻpěř řěpǿřțș.

Ňǿẅ, mįșșįňģ ǿųț ǿňĚmbįįđ șțǻřřįňģ ǻŀǿňģșįđě ǺđǻmȘǻňđŀěř įň ǻ mǿvįě đǿěșň’ț șěěm șǿ bǻđ.

Țħǿmǻșħǻș ħįș ǿẅň Pħįŀǻđěŀpħįǻ řǿǿțș: İň 2017, ħě čřěǻțěđ ǻ șčųŀpțųřě ǿf ǻ 12-fǿǿț Ǻfřǿ pįčķ, čǻŀŀěđǺŀŀ Pǿẅěř țǿ țħě Pěǿpŀě,

ẅħįčħ ẅǻș đįșpŀǻỳěđ ňěǻř țħě čǿňțřǿvěřșįǻŀ Fřǻňķ Řįżżǿ șțǻțųě įňȚħǿmǻșPǻįňě Pŀǻżǻ đųřįňģ țħě Mǿňųměňțș Ŀǻb přǿjěčț.

Ẅħįŀě įňșțǻŀŀįňģ țħě șčųŀpțųřě, ħě țǿŀđȚħě İňqųįřěř țħǻț ħįș mǻțěřňǻŀ ģřǻňđfǻțħěř ẅǻș ǻ Pħįŀǻđěŀpħįǻ pǿŀįčě ǿffičěř ẅħǿ ẅǻș

įň țħě Pǿŀįčě Ǻčǻđěmỳ ẅįțħ Řįżżǿ.

Pǿșțěđ: Đěčěmběř 6, 2019 - 11:53 ǺM

Ňįčķ Vǻđǻŀǻ | @ňjvǻđǻŀǻ | ňvǻđǻŀǻ@įňqųįřěř.čǿm
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Hank Willis Thomas: How to unmake race
The Portland Art Museum has staged the first retrospective of Hank Willis Thomas, who addresses the complexity of
race in America in "All Things Being Equal..."

December 3, 2019 // CULTURE, FEATURED, VISUAL ART // Laurel Reed Pavic

The neon above the main entrance of the Portland Art Museum reads “LOVERULES.” Illuminated in different combinations, it reads both “love
overules” and “love over rules.” The neon work, loaned by Jordan Schnitzer, sets the tone for Hank Willis Thomas’s show All Things Being
Equal… that opened October 12 and will run through January 12, 2020.

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), Loverules, 2019. Neon. 
Courtesy of Jordan D. Schnitzer. © Hank Willis Thomas, photo courtesy of 
Portland Art Museum
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Thomas is a photographer and conceptual artist whose work explores race, the language of advertising, and the power of images to shape culture
and historical narrative. All Things Being Equal… is his first major retrospective. It brings together 15 years of the artist’s work and cements
Thomas’s role as an artist who asks questions and poses answers about American history and the American present.

The show is a big moment for the Portland Art Museum and co-curators Julia Dolan and Sara Krajewski. To host this sort of retrospective for an
artist of this status establishes the museum as an important venue for contemporary art. The show has been written up in the New York Times,
Artnet, and the Observer, which stated “this show unequivocally places the Portland Art Museum in Oregon on the contemporary art map.” It is
the culmination of several years of work for Dolan and Krajewski, who, in addition to curating the show, secured funding from multiple
prestigious sources and co-authored a handsome catalog with Aperture. It is equally an opportunity for viewers to consider images and race in a
different way.

Though his work deals with race and Thomas contends that there is no stronger power in the universe than Black joy, he is equally adamant that
race is an invention or myth designed to justify inequality and to propel stereotypes into widespread assumptions about how people are. Thomas
says of race, “it is only real because we were taught to make it real.”

Krajewski and Dolan have divided the exhibition into thematic rather than chronological sections, though the trajectory of the exhibition
suggests some sense of progression in the artist’s career as well. The first section, Branded, displays mostly older work, and the gallery directly
before exiting to the gift shop, Trouble the Water, showcases more recent work. Some works, such as the lenticular prints and neon sign in Pitch
Blackness/Off Whiteness, are clearly contained, but others intermingle, and in general the divisions and their significance are not always clear.

Branded displays the advertising and some of the sports-related works with which Thomas is most associated. The clever recasting of
advertisements piques the viewer’s interest with a sense of “oh yes, I remember that” and then hits them with an “oh, but not like that,” with the
familiar ads altered by historical fact. Absolut Power from 2003 fills the bottle silhouette from the vodka brand’s long-running marketing
campaign with a diagram of a cargo hold of a slave ship. Afro-American Express of 2004 is a credit card using the green background and font of
American Express but substituting the central image for an image of slaves and medallions of the famous “Am I not a man and a brother?”
kneeling figure. Chained slaves serve as a border.

Advertising features prominently in Thomas’s early works. He graduated with an MFA from California College of the Arts in 2004 and the early 
works in this show date from about the same time. Of the advertising works, Priceless #1 serves as a bridge between Branded and Remember Me 
and takes the form of the MasterCard “Priceless” campaign, listing a bunch of things that can be bought and one that can’t, and identifying the 
last intangible as
“priceless.” Set at a funeral, the sparse ad listing includes a three-piece suit, new socks, and a gold chain but also a 9 mm pistol and a bullet for 
60 cents. The intangible is “picking the perfect casket for your son.”

Though it uses the language of advertising, Priceless #1 is shaped by the artist’s immediate biography. The backdrop of the ad is a personal 
photograph taken at his cousin Songha Willis’s funeral after he was murdered over a gold chain in Philadelphia. Songha’s death in 2000 changed 
Thomas’s life and shaped his career and understanding of art: “The word ‘art’ means something different to me now. It offers a little bit of hope 
for answers, or at least poses better questions.” In the same space as Priceless #1 is the video Winter in America, in which Thomas and co-
creator Kambui Olujimi use G.I. Joe action figures to restage the interactions and robbery that led to Songha’s death.

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/23/arts/design/Hank-Willis-Thomas-retrospective-portland.html
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https://aperture.org/shop/hank-willis-thomas-all-things-being-equal
https://www.aaaa.org/timeline-event/mastercard-mccann-erickson-campaign-never-got-old-priceless/


Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976),
Absolut Power, 2003. Inkjet print on canvas, 53 ×
34 inches. Collection of Williams College
Museum of Art. Image courtesy of the artist and
Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank
Willis Thomas

There are two other works in the show directly related to Songha’s murder, though the link is
established by content rather than proximity. The landing of the main staircase houses
Bearing Witness: Murder’s Wake, 38 portraits of people directly affected by Songha’s death.
In the sculpture court is 14,719 (2018) which consists of 16 banners with stars representing
the 14,719 people who were shot and killed by someone else in the United States in 2019.
The banners engulf the viewer. Standing in the center of the overlapping rings of banners,
the banners make the enormity of the plague of gun violence in this country inescapable.
Each star represents one life cut short, but that life connects to so many others. In Thomas’s
words, “It is impossible to measure the magnitude and impact of this societal loss.”

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), 14,719
(2018), 2019. Embroidered fabric panels. © Hank
Willis Thomas, photo courtesy of Portland Art
Museum.

The section What Goes Without Saying includes works from Thomas’s Unbranded advertising series: Reflections in Black by Corporate America,
1968-2008 and A Century of White Women, 1915-2015. The Unbranded series followed Thomas’s earlier Branded work: Rather than altering
ads, here Thomas strips away the advertising copy and product identification and leaves only the images of the people. The resulting
enlargements of the ads then can focus on the ideas presented rather than the products on offer. “I realized that ads are never really about the
product,” Thomas explains in the catalog: “It’s about what you get people to buy into through the language and the images and the stories you
tell.”  Thomas reveals the way that images naturalize ideas about gender or race: the Black man with no shirt and plaid pants, the white mother
baking muffins, the Black man with the cigar on a rattan throne flanked by two white women.



Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), Slack
Power/Unbranded: Reflections in Black Corporate America
1968–2008, 1969/2006. Chromogenic print. 34 × 30 inches.
Private Collection. Image courtesy of the artist and Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

It may be tempting to claim that the ubiquity of advertising or the rapid circulation of digital images has enabled this outsized capacity of images
to shape cultural norms, but this is far from a modern phenomenon. In the fourth century BCE, Alexander the Great made sure that everyone in
his empire knew he was destined to rule by distributing coins stamped with his (probably embellished) likeness and his fabulously flowing locks.
People overwhelmingly think Jesus was white because artists in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance depicted him that way—against any
reasonable understanding of geography and skin tone.

Images have played an outsized role in the United States in the perpetuation of racial stereotypes. In his article “Creating an Image in Black:
the Power of Abolition Pictures,” John Stauffer recounts that in the mid-19th century, the famous former slave and abolitionist, Frederick
Douglass, hailed photography as a tool in the fight in combating the belief in Black inferiority that characterized the antebellum era: “The vast
majority of white artists degraded or dehumanized blacks when representing them. Most white Americans in the antebellum era believed that
blacks were innately inferior, incapable of self-government, and thus unable to participate in civil society. They used pictures–though not
photography–to show it.” Photography, in contrast, offered a more authentic or true representation.

Douglass lauded daguerreotypes because of their objectivity and ability to “penetrate the perceiver’s soul as well as his mind.” In retrospect this
seems woefully optimistic, but photography was a new technology and even in our jaded regard for images, it is possible to understand
Douglass’s viewpoint.

The belief that photography was able to eradicate racial distortion had lost some of its luster by the turn of the century, but W.E.B. DuBois
maintained that photography could be instrumental in changing societal views on African Americans. In fact, the exhibit that DuBois put
together for the Paris Exposition Universelle of 1900, The American Negro Exhibit, included photographs of African Americans as well as data
charts illustrating the Black experience. A selection of photos and data charts from DuBois’s groundbreaking exhibit is on view at the Portland
Art Museum as part of Color Line: Black Excellence on the World Stage. This small show opened in June as a corollary to the Paris 1900 show
but remains open through the end of the Thomas show. It is an illuminating pairing here as it offers viewers another opportunity to consider how
images construct society.

Examining this multivalent power of pictures is one of the great strengths of Thomas’s work. While many of  the works in the second floor
galleries center on advertising, the bulk of the works in the first floor galleries show Thomas’s engagement with the photographic archive and
how it shapes history and historical memory. Thomas may have been predisposed to this field as his mother, Deborah Willis, is a photography
curator, historian, and author of (among other things) a book titled Reflections in Black: A History of Black Photographers 1840 to the Present.

Dolan and Krajewski have titled the larger section Trouble the Water, and it includes Thomas’s Punctum sculptures, his Retroreflectives
series, and other works that use photographs as a point of departure. Trouble the Water is also the name of a 2013 work by Thomas that takes its

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/247144
https://portlandartmuseum.org/exhibitions/color-line/
https://debwillisphoto.com/home.html


title from a spiritual whose lyrics are thought by historians to be a code for people fleeing slavery via the Underground Railroad. Thomas’s
composition arranges triangular fragments of a photograph from a 1949 Pentecostal baptism to create a quilt pattern. The quilt pattern further
associates the work with the Underground Railroad—patterned quilts were used as a coded signal system to communicate during the flight
northward. This work and the others in the second gallery use photographs in ways that extend their immediate point of reference.

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), Trouble the Water,
2013. Mounted digital c-prints and stained African Mahogany, 53 ×
53 × 2 3/4 inches. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery,
New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

The Punctum sculptures use philosopher Roland Barthes’s idea of the “punctum” of a photograph, the detail that “pierces” the viewer and
continues to affect even after viewing. The sculptures isolate a component of an unseen photograph, leaving only the affecting detail. Amandla
(2014) consists of a white-cuffed forearm and raised fist thrust out of a yellow metal door. The disembodied gesture conveys defiance, especially
against the indication of  institutional power evoked by the paneled door. The title “amandla” means “power” in the Nguni languages of south
Africa and associates the work with the struggle against apartheid.

Apartheid in South Africa is the inspiration for two other works from the Punctum series: Die Dompas Moet Brand! (The Passbook Must Burn!)
from 2013 and Raise Up from 2014. Until 1986, Black South Africans had to carry identity passbooks that restricted their travel and job
prospects. Burning these passbooks was a frequent occurence at anti-apartheid protests. In Die Dompas Moet Brand! bronze arms hold the
detested booklets over a pile of ashes. Even without a familiarity with the South African passbook system, the sculpture is affecting.



Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), Die
Dompas Moet Brand! (The Passbook Must Burn!),
2013. Bronze and copper shim, dimensions variable.
Installation view. Courtesy of the artist and Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

Part of the “pierce” of both Amandla and Die Dompas Moet Brand! (The Passbook Must Burn!) is the life-sizedness of the gesturing limbs. In
Amandla, the forearm/fist is made of silicon, which gives a realistic fleshiness against the cold metal door. The hands in Die Dompas are made of
bronze but still capture the disdain with which the disembodied hands dangle the fluttering pages over the ashes.

Raise Up, from 2014, demonstrates the ability for the meaning of images to evolve and change. The source for the sculpture is a 1967
photograph by Ernest Cole called Mine Recruitment. The photograph shows 13 Black men, all but one of whom are nude, standing against a wall
with their arms raised above their heads. Taken during a group medical exam for employment in a mine, the photograph shows figures stripped
of dignity and humanity. Raise Up reduces the number of figures to 10 and crops the figures so that the focus is the top of the mens’ heads and
their arms raised overhead.

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), Raise Up, 2014. Bronze, 112
1/5 × 9 4/5 × 4 inches. Private Collection. Image courtesy of the artist and
Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas



Thomas made this sculpture in early 2014 based on the 1967 photograph. The gesture of arms raised overhead gained urgent contemporary
resonance in the summer of 2014 when 18-year-old Michael Brown was shot and killed by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri. The raised-
arms gesture, along with the phrase “Hands up, don’t shoot,” became a protest cry associated with Black Lives Matter. Thomas’s sculpture took
on new meaning, so much so that now the connection to the original photograph and apartheid in South Africa is somehow secondary. The
version of the sculpture in Portland is smaller than life-sized, and while it pierces the viewer, the full-sized version recently installed at the
National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama, is devastating.

The relationship of the viewer to the image and its potency is equally at the heart of Thomas’s Retroreflectives series. Viewers are encouraged
to take out their phones and shine their flash on the image. That reveals a salient detail and blurs out the rest of the composition. Upon flash
exposure, Refusal (2018) highlights a single figure with his arms crossed in a crowd giving the Nazi salute from a 1936 photograph. Freedom for
Soweto (2018) uses a photograph from 1976 and focuses attention on a boy with his arms raised and hands showing V or peace signs.

At first blush, the phone manipulations seemed gimmicky to me, an excuse for people to use their phones in the museum—like bowler hats for
selfies in front of a Magritte or something. But taken in conjunction with Thomas’s other work and the general direction of his line of inquiry,
I’m inclined to say instead that it is another strategy for thinking through images—how they work, how people relate to images of history, and
how the images create historical memory.

The flash reveal is not the only strategy Thomas employs in his consideration of this line of inquiry. In Two Little Prisoners (2014), the figures of
a crouching white police officer and two standing Black children are cropped out of a photograph and set against a large mirror. Viewers
necessarily become part of the scene by positioning themselves to look. Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Us Around (2015-2016) is a collage of
photographs on smaller mirrored panels that mimic the reflective metal surface of early daguerreotypes and also incorporate the viewer’s
reflection into the scene. In Wounded Knee (red and gold) (2018), Thomas obscures a 1973 photograph with undulating strokes of paint.

All are ways of asking viewers to examine their own role in interpreting a photograph: by manipulating with a flash, by being incorporated in a
mirror, or by peering through a distortion. Seeing is never passive or neutral, and neither is what we remember or how those memories build up
upon one another to make history.

Although the artworks directly pulled from the photographic archive provide ample fodder for thought, my favorite departed from the source
image a step further than the Retroreflectives works. I am, Amen is inspired by a photograph from 1968 taken by Ernest Withers at a sanitation
workers strike in Memphis, Tennessee. The photo bears special significance in the history of the civil rights movement as Martin Luther King Jr.
was in Memphis for the sanitation workers strike and was assassinated only days later. In the photo, a phalanx of Black striking workers hold
identical signs emblazoned with the words “I am a man.” Thomas uses the framework of the original sign to make two rows of 10 signs each that
read left to right as a poem that begins with “I am ⅗ a man” and ends with “I am. Amen.” The final statement is on a banner on the front of the
museum along with the neon LOVERULES.

Hank Willis Thomas (American, born 1976), I Am. Amen., 2009. Liquitex on
canvas, 25 1/4 × 19 × 1/4 × 2 1/4 inches each. Installation view. Collection of
Ulrich Museum of Art, Wichita State University. Image courtesy of the artist
and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. © Hank Willis Thomas

Advertisements are not just about what is being sold, and images of the past aren’t about historical events. Instead, they reveal interpretations of
historical events that shape the present and ideas about how the world operates: What pierces? What do you remember? What do you build a
worldview on? Thomas’s statement about advertisement—“It’s about what you get people to buy into through the language and the images and
the stories you tell”—rings just as true when applied to the photographic archive as it does to advertisements.

The Portland Art Museum has gone to great lengths to reach out to the Black community in Portland around the occasion of this exhibition.
Ella Ray, the Kress Interpretive Fellow/Community Partnerships Coordinator, has created a robust schedule of programming and events
including the opening night Critical Conversation. Partners throughout the exhibition include The Numberz (96.7 FM), Oregon Justice Resource
Center, King School Museum of Contemporary Art (KSMoCA), Portland in Color, Don’t Shoot Portland, and We + Black. There is a
Community Partners in Residence Space in the upper gallery that includes an exhibition and zine titled An Altar to Alter: A transcendent
experience in Black Feminine Art and Healing that features photographs by Portland artist Intisar Abioto.

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2014645229/
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On the occasion of a major exhibition that deals with race, Portland is eager to engage with the issues raised by Thomas’s work. The city wants
to live up to its liberal and inclusive image and is cognizant of the many ways that ideal is thinly gilded onto an uglier past. Tickets to the
opening night Critical Conversation in the sunken ballroom in the Mark Building sold out; there was overflow in the Whitsell Auditorium.
People are turning out to see the exhibition in droves. There are big flashing letters on the front of the building! Love overrules!

But our good intentions are not enough. In the Q&A section at the end of the Critical Conversation, in one of the last questions of the night
someone asked the artist how he felt having his work shown in “the star of the white utopia” of Portland, Oregon. The person pointed out that the
majority of the people in the audience were white and suggested that Black people were only welcome in the city “as long as we are artistic or
entertaining.” The murmurs of assent confirmed this was not an outlying opinion.

Thomas responded that he didn’t believe in race, that one can’t know anything by looking at the color of someone’s skin and continued: “What
I’m trying to struggle with is knowing that my ideas won’t save me but also that my anger won’t either. The only thing that will save me is my
love for other people and my ability to see beyond all the things I’ve been trained to hate.” He finished that statement with “But I don’t live
here,” opening up the possibility that unseeing race may be harder to do in Oregon than other places.

I do live here and was one of the many white faces in the audience. Racism is an abstraction for me but I am intimately familiar with the naive
optimism of white liberals. We want to believe that we couldn’t possibly be racist, which was a problem of the past or in other less enlightened
places. We want to believe the fact that this exhibition is here and so well attended exonerates previous bias in the museum or us for benefitting
from white privilege. It’s the same hope that led us to claim that Obama’s 2008 election heralded a post-racial society.

Even in the face of events like Ferguson in 2014, we shared the photo taken in Portland of Devonte Hart embracing Sgt. Bret Barnum. That
photo, first published by OregonLive, of a Black child hugging a white police officer was shared on Facebook 440,000 times. It tapped into our
dream that race problems have a fix. If we all just hugged each other more, it would be fine. But the irony of that viral photograph is that while it
seemed one thing in the moment and it was shared as what we wanted it to be, reality proved otherwise. Institutional racism is a fact and cannot
be fixed by a hug or a Black Lives Matter yard sign. Good intentions don’t erase our naïveté.

Race is a fiction, but that fiction has been propagated and circulated and layered upon in events and memories in this country for so long that it is
a reality. Thomas’s work asks us to consider the mechanisms that conspired to make race so we can better understand how to unmake it in the
future.

The title of the show, All Things Being Equal… ends with an ellipsis signaling that it is the beginning of a statement, something must follow for
the thought to be complete. It is as appropriate for a mid-career retrospective as it is for the Portland Art Museum or for Portlanders. The
conversation has been opened but the conclusion remains unknown.

https://www.oregonlive.com/portland/2014/12/portland_hug_photo_debate_is_i.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/17/us/family-drives-off-cliff-jennifer-sarah-hart.html
https://www.orartswatch.org/hank-willis-thomas-how-to-unmake-race/?share=facebook&nb=1
https://www.orartswatch.org/hank-willis-thomas-how-to-unmake-race/?share=twitter&nb=1
https://www.orartswatch.org/hank-willis-thomas-how-to-unmake-race/?share=tumblr&nb=1
https://www.orartswatch.org/hank-willis-thomas-how-to-unmake-race/?share=pinterest&nb=1
https://www.orartswatch.org/hank-willis-thomas-how-to-unmake-race/?share=reddit&nb=1
https://www.orartswatch.org/hank-willis-thomas-how-to-unmake-race/?share=linkedin&nb=1
https://www.orartswatch.org/artswatch-weekly-sugar-plums-what-music-means/


Hank Willis Thomas, “Black Righteous

Space” (2012), interactive video,

dimensions variable, installation view

(Private Collection, image courtesy the

artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New

York, © Hank Willis Thomas)

PORTLAND, Ore. — The night I went to ee
Hank Willi Thoma: All Thing eing qual… I
found the Portland Art Mueum �ooded with
people mueum often hope to draw in: a
viil divere, cauall fahionale et of 20-
and 30-omething — a group I rarel
encountered at PAM on pat viit from
eattle. The rought a palatale excitement to
the �rt mid-career urve of the rookln-
aed artit Hank Willi Thoma, who roe to
prominence in the earl 2000 through hi
conceptual photograph and ha ecome

increaingl pulic-facing in hi work.

I experienced a marked hift from the exhiition’ uzz atmophere inide a
darkened room adjacent to the exhiition’ entrance, where projected ditortion
of an animated Confederate �ag �ahed acro a creen. Thoma’ deepl laered
intallation “lack Righteou pace” (2012) �ltered the �ag through the red, lack,
and green color of the lack Power Movement, it pulating, kaleidocopic
pattern controlled  a plalit of ong, peeche, and dialogue  over 50 lack

ART

Hank Willi Thoma Open Up pace for
Interpretation, Which I ometime Rik
When we have more opportunit to interact with art on our own
term, there are more place to hide from it di�cult truth,
particularl viewer who have the privilege to do o.

Erin Langner November 26, 2019

https://portlandartmuseum.org/exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas/
https://hyperallergic.com/tag/hank-willis-thomas/
https://hyperallergic.com/
https://hyperallergic.com/reviews/art/
https://hyperallergic.com/author/erin-langner/
https://hyperallergic.com/date/2019/11/26/


Exhibition entrance, Hank Willis Thomas:

All Things Being Equal… (photo by the

author for Hyperallergic)

peaker and performer, ranging from Jame aldwin to Kane Wet. tanding
efore the creen wa a microphone — an invitation for word and diruption
from viewer during intermittent paue etween recording.

I watched viitor read the lael, ettle into
chair, whiper among themelve. ut, other
than a man who approached the mic and
�ahed a peace ign for a photo, no one took
up the artit’ invitation to participate. I
wondered how much thi had to do with eing
in Portland. A the exhiition’ co-curator Julia
Dolan articulated, “In term of Oregon’
complicated hitor with race and, in
particular, with lackne and the excluionar
law that were written into the contitution…

thi i an ideal cit for the tpe of meage Thoma call to in hi work.” In light
of thi, I wondered if the interaction might have di�ered when thi piece wa
hown omewhere aociated with political activim like an Francico, or in
Norfolk, Virginia, where the work wa previoul on view and opened two da
after the Charleton church maacre. Were people there more willing to take
ownerhip of the pace Thoma opened for u?

Hank Willis Thomas, “Branded Head,”

from the series B®anded (2003),

Chromogenic print, 99 × 52 × 3 inches

(Private Collection, image courtesy the

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/retropolis/wp/2017/06/07/when-portland-banned-blacks-oregons-shameful-history-as-an-all-white-state/
https://kadist.org/people/hank-willis-thomas/
https://www.popphoto.com/american-photo/hank-willis-thomas-confederate-flag-exhibit-and-disruption-oppressive-symbolism/


Hank Willis Thomas: All Things Being

Equal… installation view (image courtesy

the Portland Art Museum)

artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New

York, © Hank Willis Thomas)

Moving through the thematicall arranged preentation of over 90 work,
including photograph, video, intallation, culpture, and other conceptual
piece, I found melf returning to the evolving nature of pace that Thoma
create for hi viewer — the �uctuation in how much room he withhold or allot
for u to participate and generate our own meaning within hi work. At one end of
the pectrum were the randed photograph, a erie in which he adapt
commercial ad to quetion their motivation and hitorie. Thee piece
illuminate what exhiition co-curator Dolan and ara Krajewki told me aout
their approach to interpretation in the exhiition: “The work doe the work.”
Krajewki elaorated, “Thoma’ work i acceile ecaue the viual tem he’
calling upon i one acceed  people in their dail live.” Among the mot
moving of thee i Thoma’ iconic “randed Head” (2003), a glo, overized,
lack-and-white photograph in which a Nike wooh rand the calp of a facele
African American man — an image that tear apart the familiar language of
advertiing and eamlel recontruct it in a wa that attune our ee to it
previoul inviile power dnamic etween the port indutr, lack athlete,
the hitor of laver, and u, a image conumer. ut, I alo found melf
reezing through ome randed image ecaue their meage felt o clear, there
wa no “work” — no active engagement — required of me eond a paive
conumption.

When I aked Thoma aout hi work’
relationhip with the viewer, he aid, “I think
it’ ecome more intentional for me to tr to
encourage and implicate the viewer in the
making of the work. Viewer participation i
what give work value and crediilit.” Thi
intention came through clearl in Thoma’
more recent Retro�ective erie, for which
archival photograph are reproduced a creen
print coated in a vinl urface of light-

re�ecting gla ead the artit ue to ocure the original image; their full
content can onl e een a the viewer illuminate them, tpicall  taking �ah
photo. The experience i tartlingl a�ective in work like “What happened on
that da reall et me on a path (red and lue)” (2018), which appear to depict a
man and oung woman walking among a crowd. However, m �ah expoed



“What happened on that day really set

me on a path (red and blue)” (2018),

(without flash) (© Hank Willis Thomas,

photo by the author for Hyperallergic)

“What happened on that day really set

me on a path (red and blue)” (2018),

(with flash) (© Hank Willis Thomas,

photo by the author for Hyperallergic)

Dougla Martin’ photograph of Doroth Count on her wa to a previoul all-
white high chool in 1957 and the mo of angr white men urrounding her — and
a potent feeling of naivete for ever elieving the image exited without them.

Cultural
critic
Hanif

Adurraqi once wrote, “Nina imone open
her mouth and an entire hitor i uilt efore u, where there i nowhere for
anone to hide from the truth a he ha lived it.” Thee word peak to Thoma’
work, a it uild entire hitorie efore u; the alo highlight the rik of opening
more pace for the viewer. When we have more opportunit to interact with art on
our own term, there are more place to hide from it di�cult truth, particularl
viewer who have the privilege to do o.

In the implet term, anone who doen’t illuminate the Retro�ective image
won’t experience the detail that complete them. ut thi concern ecame more
complicated when I tood in a room with Unranded: A Centur of White Women,
1915–2015, a erie in which Thoma removed the text of advertiement targeted
to white women. The election of 14 photo included from the erie of 100 largel
focue on “the peritent aociation of white femininit with motherhood and
dometicit, fair-kinned eaut, ro outhfulne, and exual availailit,” a the
text articulated. Yet, a darker, more nuanced tenion oil eneath their urface
— particularl when conidered in tandem with another galler featuring
Thoma’ Re�ection in lack  Corporate America, 1968-2008, for which he applied
the ame treatment to ad targeting African American.

ituated in connected ut eparate gallerie, I had the urge to ring the two erie
together. peaking to the hitor ehind them, Thoma aid to me, “There wa a
parallel women’ right movement happening at the ame time a the civil right
movement. The were not completel egregated ut the de�nitel were not a in
alignment a the could have een.” I wanted to phicall confront thi

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/sep/17/dorothy-counts-north-carolina-school-segregation-racism
http://www.mtv.com/news/2750211/nina-simone-was-very-black/


Hank Willis Thomas: All Things Being

Equal… installation view (image courtesy

the Portland Art Museum)

Hank Willis Thomas: All Things Being

Equal… installation view (image courtesy

the Portland Art Museum)

relationhip alo �eetingl touched upon in a lael for “Give our daughter a
daughter” (1971/2015), an uncann image of a white woman, oung girl, and her
doll miling from a rattan throne chair — a cultural mol aociated with lack
Panther Part leader Hue P. Newton. The lael, written  lla Ra, the Kre
Interpretative Fellow for the exhiition, note, “…the poeion of thi viual
pace at the peak of the lack Power movement mark white women’ role a
diruptor of lack Lieration.”

Thi truck me a a particularl important moment of the exhiition for the
majorit-white cit of Portland, when the more di�cult, le dicued quetion
of white women’ role a oth oppreor and tool of oppreion could e
rought to the fore. Yet, with the exception of Ra’ lael, thi iue wa largel
left a a gap for viewer to ridge on their own. I would like to think that ome
people graed the microphone after I left that night, that ome implicated
themelve in making the deeper, harder connection. Thoe who did are certain
to have left All Thing eing qual… taking to heart Thoma’ provocation: “The
mot revolutionar thing a peron can do i e open to change.”

Hank Willi Thoma: All Thing eing qual… continue at the Portland Art Mueum
through Januar 12, 2020. The exhiition will travel to the Crtal ridge Mueum of
American Art (Feruar 8–April 20, 2020) and Cincinnati Art Mueum (Jul 10–
Octoer 11, 2020).

MOR FROM HYPRALLRGIC
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African American Conceptual
artist Hank Willis Thomas’ Bold
Black Beautiful Statements in
Public Art
 November 18, 2019  TheChallengerNews  #publicart, blackartist

Hank Willis Thomas who works primarily with themes related to 
perspective, identity, commodity, media, and popular culture has 
remained constant in his e�ort for not only delivering meaningful
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and  impactful messaging through his work but undoubtably creating change 
in the public domain and within how we communicate and see ourselves in 
the world.

He has been exhibited throughout the United States and abroad in countless 
museums, art institutes among other accomplishments.

His latest public art projects include two indelible public installations, the  
most recent being UNITY, (2019) 
new powerful and permanent  22
foot tall bronze sculpture of an arm
with the index  nger pointing
skyward that stands at the newly
constructed intersection of Tillary
and Adams Street in Brooklyn N.Y.
near the exit from the Brooklyn
bridge commissioned by New York
City’s Percent for Art program.

The artist   also has a  highly anticipated sculpture set to unveil on Boston 
Comons in Boston honoring Martin Luther King and Coretta Scott King . 
Thomas entitled it, The Embrace, a stunning  22 ft. tall sculpture that 
represents the hands of Martin Luther King and Coretta Scott King, evoking 
images of the couple—and other protesters—arm-in-arm in peaceful marches 
for civil rights as well as the power of physical togetherness in declaring 
resistance against injustice.

Some of his collaborative projects include Question Bridge: Black Males, an 
innovative transmedia art project that aims to facilitate a dialog between Black 
men from diverse and contending backgrounds and create a platform for 
representing and rede ning bBack male identity.

In Search Of The Truth (The Truth Booth)that did a 50 State Tour, and For 
Freedoms, an artist-run platform for civic engagement, discourse, and direct 
action for artists in the United State  Thomas  co-founded as well as other 
permanent public artwork unveiled  “Love Over Rules” in San Francisco, CA 
and “All Power to All People” in Opa Locka, FL.

He lives in NYC with his newborn and wife curator Rujeko Hockley, one of the 
orignial organizers of traveling exhibition We Wanted A Revolution Black 
Radical Women that exhbited  at Bu�alo’s Albright Knox  Art Gallery in 2018. 

Thomas currently has his first comprehensive survey, Hank Willis Thomas: All 
Things Being Equal, open at the Portland Art Museum.

http://thechallengernews.com/2019/11/african-american-conceptual-artist-hank-willis-thomas-bold-black-beautiful-statements-in-public-art/arm-sculptue/
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ART REVIEW

Hank Willis Thomas strives for “Unity” in his public artwork
at the Brooklyn Bridge.

By Martha Schwendener

Nov. 10, 2019

Standing at the newly constructed intersection of Tillary and Adams Streets, near the exit from the Brooklyn Bridge, is a new, 22‑foot bronze arm with

the index finger pointing skyward. Commissioned by New York City’s Percent for Art program, the permanent sculpture was created by Hank Willis

Thomas and is titled “Unity” (2019). Is this outstretched arm a new greeting at the threshold of Brooklyn, like the Statue of Liberty in New York

Harbor?

Giant arms and hands aren’t a new thing in public sculpture. Head to Rome and you can see a giant right hand, originally from a 4th‑century A.D.

colossal sculpture of the Emperor Constantine. Paris has (finally) Jeff Koons’s 41‑foot hand holding a bouquet of tulips, his tribute to the victims of

terrorist attacks. Visit Trafalgar Square in London, and you can gaze upon David Shrigley’s “Really Good” (2016), a sculpture of a hand with the

thumbs‑up gesture — with the thumb grotesquely disproportionate to the hand, suggesting everything might not be supergood in Brexit‑era London.

Mr. Thomas’s “Unity” is more polite than Mr. Shrigley’s sculpture. Muscular and appropriately proportioned, it suggests the arm of an athlete, echoing

a smaller sculpture of an arm spinning a basketball on the tip of a finger that Mr. Thomas conceived in 2015. That work, called “Liberty. ” inspired by a

photograph of a Harlem Globetrotter and cast from the arm of one‑time NBA All‑Star Juwan Howard, is now in the Brooklyn Museum. Over the course

of his career, Mr. Thomas has created other sculptures of hands and arms, with titles like “Promise” (2016).

Sports and the black body have been in the center of Mr. Thomas’s work since he began exhibiting photographs a decade and a half ago that showed

shaved heads or chests branded with Nike logos. (He also created series of photographs in the vein of appropriation artists like Richard Prince, who

rephotographed advertising imagery). Mr. Thomas, who studied photography at New York University and worked in commercial photography and

television, brings to attention the way products are marketed to African‑Americans, as well as the historical lack of representation of black people in

the mass media.

Mr. Thomas’s move into sculpture, though well‑received, has been, to my mind, much less exciting. The sharpness and astuteness of his photography is

often absent from three‑dimensional objects, particularly the large‑scale works that mimic sculptors like Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen,

who created outdoor installations based on everyday objects. Mr. Thomas takes this formula and overlays it with African‑American motifs, like an

Afro‑comb stuck in the ground, titled “All Power to the People,” which has appeared in Philadelphia and at Burning Man.

A Sculpture for Brooklyn’s
New Golden Age?

Hank Willis Thomas Kyle Johnson for The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dclapercentforart/index.page
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thomas:%20Yes,%20basically%20as%20a%20student.%20Probably%20part%20of%20my%20ambition%20was%20to%20become%20an%20advertising%20photographer.%20I%20studied%20photography%20at%20NYU%20and%20some%20of%20the%20first%20jobs%20I%20did%20were%20assisting%20advertising%20photographers%20and%20commercial%20photographers.%20Also,%20when%20I%20graduated%20I%20worked%20at%20Saturday%20Night%20Live%E2%80%99s%20film%20unit%20where%20they%20sometimes%20made%20these%20fake%20commercials.%20I%20did%20an%20internship%20with%20The%20Chris%20Rock%20Show,%20where%20they%20also%20did%20that.%20But%20in%20the%20earlier%20jobs,%20I%20was%20assisting%20on%20adverts%20for%20Victoria%E2%80%99s%20Secret,%20DKNY,%20and%20Tommy%20Hilfiger.%20Being%20part%20of%20the%20crew,%20you%20see%20a%20different%20side%20of%20things.%20I%20recall%20realizing%20how%20much%20work%20was%20being%20done%20to%20make%20something%20seem%20normal%20or%20trivial.%20That%20fascinated%20me.
https://monumentlab.com/all-power-to-all-people
https://www.nytimes.com/


“platform for civic engagement. ” It produced collaborative exhibitions, installations, public programs, and billboard campaigns across the country.

Inspired by Norman Rockwell’s 1940s paintings of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms (freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want,

and freedom from fear), the billboards created through this project utilize Mr. Thomas’s photographic and advertising acumen in a smart, productive

way. (Mr. Thomas lives in Brooklyn and is married to Rujeko Hockley, a co‑curator of the last Whitney Biennial).

Politics has often been the point in public sculpture from ancient Rome to Mr. Oldenburg’s earliest public works, such as a phallic lipstick wheeled like

a tank onto the campus of Yale University during the Vietnam War, to Mr. Shrigley’s absurd thumbs up.

“Unity” was originally called “We’re No. #1,” a more assertive title, perhaps recalling the historical competition between the boroughs that reaches

back to the 19th century. “Unity” is a traditional and fairly conservative work, accompanied in the official news release by a statement that sounds

politician‑worthy: “This sculpture is a homage to, and celebration of, the unique and multifaceted character of the borough of Brooklyn,” Mr. Thomas

says. “The spirit of Brooklyn has always been about upward mobility and connection to roots.”

Perhaps Mr. Thomas is saluting the new Brooklyn — the one of rising property values and more anodyne art. A raised fist, like the black power gesture

at the 1968 Olympics that inspired and galvanized so many people, appears on the handle of Mr. Thomas’s comb sculpture, “All Power to the People.”

That bold attitude feels more like the Brooklyn of yore.

Not having walked the Brooklyn Bridge in several years, I decided to cross on Saturday after seeing “Unity” installed. When I reached the Manhattan

side there were vendors selling tchotchkes, including a sign that said, “No Stupid People Beyond This Point.” As a longtime resident of Brooklyn, I

would be perfectly happy to have a 22‑foot bronze sign with that message posted at the entrance to Brooklyn.

Make that a 100‑foot sign.

“Unity,”  22 feet tall, being installed near the intersection of Adams Steet and Tillary Street in Brooklyn. Kyle Johnson for The New York Times

The best project in recent years by Mr. Thomas — and one that strives for actual unity — is “For Freedoms,” founded in 2016 with Eric Gottesman as a
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Hank Willis Thomas’ “All Things Being

Equal…” Cuts Deep Into the Psyche of our

Society
The exhibit is currently up at Portland Art Museum, featuring over 90

works by the artist meant to awaken our awareness of how pop culture,
advertising, and social dynamics shape our identities and scales for

success.

By Lauren Yoshiko | Published November 6 at 3:36 PM Updated November 7 at 3:40 PM

No two people experience an art exhibit the same. So much of our reactions are affected by nature, nurture, and
whatever TV shows we watched in between. But if you live in America; if you watch professional sports or listen
to hip hop anywhere in the world; if you've ever seen a commercial or heard a gunshot ring out in your city,
Hank Willis Thomas' All Things Being Equal… will stick with you long after you leave the tranquil halls of the
Portland Art Museum.

The exhibit features a collection of poignant pieces, including photographs, film, and sculptures, meant to
awaken our awareness of how pop culture, advertising, and social dynamics shape our identities and scales for
success. Thomas' work in this expansive exhibit is simple and direct, and the cunning bluntness is what makes
it cut the deepest.

The conceptual artist is an East Coaster, born in New Jersey in 1976, and currently living and working in
Brooklyn, NY. He has exhibited all over the world, screened films at Sundance, and created permanent
installations in San Francisco, Miami, and the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery,
Alabama. All Things Being Equal… is the first major retrospective of Thomas' work, opening here in Portland
and gracing only two other cities with the collection of over 90 works of photography, sculptures, quilted
textiles, video, jewelry, found advertising memorabilia, and even a custom light-up liquor store sign
emblazoned with "ABSOLUT POWER," showing the textbook sketch of slaves packed into the bowels of a ship
within the vodka bottle's silhouette.

The exhibit is varied in the media and themes shown, with pieces that highlight different issues within popular
culture, advertising, race, gun violence, and our relationship between past and present. These are all unified
under Thomas' effort to challenge the visual systems that institute discrimination and inequality.

To illustrate these themes, Thomas often draws directly from personal experiences as a black man living in
America. In All Things Being Equal… he repeatedly addresses the prominent subject of gun violence, stemming
from the sudden loss of his own cousin when robbed at gunpoint. In PAM's two-story entrance hall, sixteen
enormous blue banners covered in stitched stars resembling the American flag hang from the ceiling down to
the floor—14,718 stars to be exact. Each represents a person shot and killed by someone else in the U.S. in 2018.
In a photograph on the second floor titled Priceless #1, overlaid text like that old MasterCard commercial reads:
"new socks: $1," "gold chain: $400," "9mm pistol: $80," "one bullet: $.60." "Picking the perfect casket for your
son: Priceless." The image is a photograph taken by Thomas at his cousin's funeral.

It's powerful photographs like these that strike you the most throughout the exhibit. In the large, vertically
aligned photograph titled Strange Fruit (2011), a shirtless black man in Nike basketball shorts and shoes
seemingly hangs from one arm, positioned up as if to shoot a basket. A noose sits around his wrist as though the
ball is a human's head, while his own head faces away from the camera, drooping down in a chillingly lifeless
fashion. With the lighting and the angle, the ball looks more lively than the body, as if to remind the viewer that
in the eyes of pop culture, the ball matters more than the replaceable black body to which it is attached.
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The Cotton Bowl (also from the Strange Fruit series, 2011) features two black men crouched opposite each other 
at a yard line of a football field, one a football player in cleats and pads, his face obscured by the helmet, the 
other a cotton picker of times past, a straw hat obscuring his face as well. They mirror each other's stance, 
presenting the modern football field and cotton field as different reflections of the same playing field, creating a 
sort of déjà vu effect that forces one to think about what concepts like freedom, work, success, and choice mean 
on both sides of that yard line.

Across the photographs, regardless of whether depicting visuals from past or present, everything is hyperreal 
and clear, blurring those lines of "now" vs. "back in the day" with HD focus. It gives every image more power, 
eliminating the way the sepia-toned, fuzzy look of aged visuals helps us separate ourselves from the past even as 
it still very much affects modern lives.

You don't have to be an art history buff to appreciate the emotion in Thomas' take on Guernica, inspired by 
Picasso's famous painting of the same name. Instead of an oil painting, Thomas' Guernica is a collage-styled 
quilt made of different professional basketball jerseys cut up and sewn together to replicate the distorted shapes 
of humans and animals in anguish depicting the overwhelming, chaotic suffering of war. It puts the famous 
colors of the Lakers and Knicks and hallowed names like Durant and Bryant in a light that questions ideals of 
success, sacrifice, aggression, and state of mind.

Thomas' simple delivery of layered, provocative questions is perhaps best demonstrated in the series of Lumisty
film pieces towards the end of the exhibit. Three words in enormous, all-caps font alternately read "HISTORY
IS PAST" / "HISTORY IS PRESENT." In another, the message alternates between "WHITE IMITATES BLACK"
and "BLACK IMITATES WHITE." With these simple yet stark words, in plain black font and white background
(and vice versa, depending on where you stand in the room and, conceptually, where you stand
philosophically), Thomas captures the essence of sprawling debates around dozens of issues that surround race
relations, social dynamics, cultural shifts and the progression of time.

Somehow Thomas does pirouettes on the fine, high-wire line between polarizing specificity and digestible
commentary on complex, personal and emotional themes. He has an uncanny ability to make deeply poignant
commentary stated so plainly, clearly and directly conveying rich and nuanced ideas in a manner that everyone
can understand. At All Things Being Equal…, Thomas challenges us to self-reflect about society and images we
consume en masse in a most inclusive and expansive form—not to mention in our own backyard at Portland Art
Museum. Don't miss this show.

All Things Being Equal… is up now until Jan. 12, 2020 at Portland Art Museum. There are a
series of events surrounding the exhibit, including film screenings, workshops, and talks. Go
to portlandartmuseum.org/exhibitions/hank-willis-thomas/ to learn more.
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Hank Willis Thomas © Andrea Blanch
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Hank Willis Thomas is making some of the most urgent, timely art in the

US. With a knack for adopting popular icons and signs, whether in the form

of sporting imagery or memorable photographs of historic events, he takes

on key issues, including racial injustice and gun violence, and the historic

events underpinning them, like colonialism and slavery, as exemplified in

his photographic series Strange Fruit (2011). His work assumes numerous

forms – from photographs and video to public sculpture – and the breadth of

his work is reflected in his firstever museum survey, which has just opened

at the Portland Art Museum in Oregon. Meanwhile, he has an array of public

projects being unveiled this year —on the High Line in New York and at the

foot of the Brooklyn Bridge—and next, in Boston and Seattle.

The Art Newspaper: Mass shootings in US cities like Gilroy, El Paso and

Dayton are on the rise. Can you talk about your commissioned work on

gun violence at the Portland Art Museum?

Hank Willis Thomas: There are beautiful memorials to presidents and to

victims and fallen soldiers of foreign wars on the Washington Mall. Here in

New York, we have World War I and World War II memorials, and we have

yet to have a memorial for the American soldiers and civilians who died in

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, where we lost nearly 10,000 American

soldiers in the past 20 years. During that same time, more than 200,000

people have been shot and killed in this country. And there is no discussion

about how to memorialise the lives of American citizens who fall victim

to weapons of war at home.

Since my cousin, Songha Willis Thomas, was murdered as a victim of gun

violence in 2000, I’ve been asking myself: “How do you measure life? How do

you memorialise life?” The Portland commission is a flagbased work, where

each of the 14,719 fivepointed stars commemorates a person who died from

gun violence in 2018. These stars represent our American mythology and

iconography.

The number of fatalities from military weaponry in the US is staggering.

How can you bring increased awareness and humanise the problem?

MASS Design Group and I have been thinking about how you conceptualise

and build a national movement to honour the victims of gun violence. I

worked with the design group on Brian Stevenson’s Equal Justice Initiative,

and the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Alabama. Brian’s call to

action is: “This is an American tragedy, and a very integral part of American

history, and we need to have a place to come to terms with it.” So we’re

building on that idea, and we’re piloting a potential national memorial.

We’re working with the organisation, Everytown for Gun Safety, which has

been collecting objects from family members of those who’ve been shot and

killed. The objects are put into glass bricks that have been used to make four

glasshouses. The installation is travelling to the National Building Museum

in Washington, DC in 2020.



The Gordon Parks Foundation awarded you a 2018 fellowship that

supports artists working with themes of social justice and

representation. What images from the foundation’s archives are you

working with?

I grew up at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem,

where my mother was the curator of photography, and also at the

Smithsonian’s National American Museum Project, and I interned at the

National Museum of American History twice when I was in high school. The

legacy of Gordon Parks is everywhere. Gordon Parks stands out because he

was an outlier for a generation of African Americans. He was able to build a

career in Chicago as a fashion photographer and travel the world for Life
magazine, and be employed by the US government with the Works Progress

Administration, but also to be the first African American to direct a major

Hollywood film.

The film, Shaft?

He directed Shaft in 1971, but I’m looking at his 1969 film, The Learning Tree,

based on a book that he wrote about his life as a young black man living in

Fort Scott, Kansas. Through my research, I learned that the first Great

Migration of African Americans from the south following the Civil War was

not to the north but to the west. They migrated to places like Kansas and

Nebraska and Oklahoma. I’m weaving some of the filmset photography

together with images of migrants who travelled during the 1879 Exodus and

were known as Exodusters. Did you have a relationship with Gordon

Parks?

My dad had a relationship with his son, Gordon Parks Jr, who directed the

film Superfly. He was generous with his time to young people like my

mother, who was making her way in the field of photography which, as you

know, wasn’t seen as an art form. If it weren’t for people like Gordon who

broke the mould, it wouldn’t be possible for people like my mother to break

the mould, and people like me to ride the wave.

The Cotton Bowl, from the series Strange Fruit (2011) Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery
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Your Punctum sculptures are powerful reminders of radical acts of

rebellion. Where did you find the source material for Resistance
(Leopard Man Punctum) (2019)?  

Colonial Africans suffered rape, abuse, murder and pillaging, and in reaction

secret societies were formed as a type of rebellion. I like to call them African

Ninjas because they would sometimes do what we would think of as horrible

things, assassinate people and intimidate people, but they also worked to

disrupt the incredible oppressive force of colonialism. Most of what we

know is inspired by an article in Popular Science magazine in 1943.

The sculpture is based on a rendering of a famous work in Belgium of a

leopard man preying on a person who’s a colonial collaborator. In a later

movie, Tarzan and the Leopard Woman (1946), the actors are clearly

Europeans. Most of our interpretations of African popular culture are filtered

through European mythology about Africans, and it has nothing to do with

Africans at all.
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You’ve mentioned that the claws may have been an inspiration for

Wolverine and other superheroes.

You can’t help but think there was some influence since these movies were

being made, and these books were being written between 1916 and the 1940s.

Jack Kirby and Stan Lee were kids at that time and were reading fantasy

novels. Is it possible that Black Panther or Wolverine may have been

inspired by the books they read and the movies they saw as children? It’s

impossible to believe that those ideas were not there. If it’s all mythology,

like most of what we know about Africa is, then why can’t we embrace it

and start to tell different stories?

What alternative stories would you like to tell?

Most of the beauty of the Black experience in America is the incredible joy

and vibrancy that lives in the spirit and the soul, in spite of all that’s been

done to crush it. I think my mom’s work, where she’s been looking at

photographs taken by African Americans since the dawn of photography,

shows the other side to the story rather than the story that was put out

there.

You’ve used the field of sports to highlight Black excellence. Joel

Embiid, an NBA player from Cameroon, modelled for Unity (2019), a

monumental sculpture to be installed later this year at the foot of the

Brooklyn Bridge. Would you say there is a link between sports and

politics?

People sometimes say sports are not political, but if you really think about it,

sport is a global industry that intersects with everything from mining to

farming to development to urban planning to college and universities, to

legal policies around health. What would America be if it weren’t for Jim

Thorpe, a Native American Olympian who helped put the American spirit on

the map on a national stage? Or Jesse Owens or Wilma Rudolph or Billie

Jean King? If you’re not going to allow me to excel in school and in business,

and I can play this game, I’m going to play it better than anybody else, and

I’m going to try harder than anybody else.

Public sculptures like Unity (2019) and The Embrace, a commission for

the Boston Commons honouring Coretta Scott King and Martin Luther

King Jr, offer positive, uplifting messages. How do you want to activate

the public space with these works?

I think public art is propaganda, frankly. Most of the public art we grew up

around was white men on horses looking down on us. The question of the

day is, how do we imagine new public art? A new way of championing the

spirit of people who we find inspiration from – athletes, activists, yes

sometimes maybe soldiers. But we have so many memorials for war and so

few for peace. That can’t be by accident, and it’s not sustainable for our

psyche. 

Resistance (2019) Courtesy of the artist and Maruani Mercier Gallery



Do artists have a role to play as civic leaders by engaging a broader

public?

I see art, history and politics in everything. For me, artists are civic leaders.

It also depends on who you call an artist. My grandmother was a beautician.

That’s an art form. Cooking is an art form. I try to encourage people who

don’t see themselves as artists to think creatively. Projects like the Truth
Booth, Question Bridge and For Freedoms [see key works box] invite

members of the public who don’t see themselves as artists to collaborate in

the creative process.

Biography

Born: 1976, Plainfield, New Jersey

Training: MFA Photography/MA Visual Criticism, California College of the

Arts, 2004; BFA Photography and Africana Studies, New York University,

1998

Selected prizes: Gordon Parks Foundations Fellowship, 2018; Guggenheim

Fellowship, 2018;

Key shows: Black Survival Guide or How to Live Through a Police Riot,

Delaware Art Museum, 2018; Blind Memory and Freedom Isn’t Always
Beautiful, SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah, Georgia, 2017; Strange Fruit,

Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, 2011

Represented by: Jack Shainman Gallery, New York; Kayne Griffin Corcoran,

Los Angeles; Ben Brown Fine Arts, London and Hong Kong

Key works

Raise Up (2014)

Raise Up (2014) Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery
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The monumental bronze and cement sculpture is based on a photograph by

Ernest Cole of 13 South African miners as they undergo a humiliating group

medical examination in the nude. The piece is permanently installed on the

grounds of the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery,

Alabama, a site dedicated to the legacy of slavery and mass incarceration. It

stands as a reminder of police brutality and racial bias in the US criminal

justice system.

Four Freedoms (2018)

Inspired by Norman Rockwell’s 1943 series of paintings representing an

idealised version of American life, Thomas, together with the photographer

Emily Shur, updated the imagery with a more representative picture of

American diversity. Rockwell’s paintings were based on President Franklin

D. Roosevelt’s wartime speech outlining four essential rights: freedom of

speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear. The

works are part of a larger artistrun platform called For Freedoms, launched

by Thomas and Eric Gottesman in 2016, that promotes civic engagement

through Town Hall meetings, exhibitions, billboard campaigns and artist

residencies.

I Am a Man (2009)

This 20panel work is based on Civil Rightsera protest signs. Each painting

offers a variation, such as, “I Am 3/5 Man”, “You The Man,” and, in the final

canvas, “I Am. Amen”—a declarative statement of power and agency.

According to Thomas: “I was amazed that just eight years before I was born,

it was necessary for people to hold up signs affirming their humanity.”

• Hank Willis Thomas: All Things Being Equal… , Portland Art Museum,
Portland, Oregon, until 12 January 2020, touring to Crystal Bridges Museum
of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas, 8 February20 April 2020, and the
Cincinnati Art Museum in Cincinnati, Ohio, 10 July11 October 2020;
Exodusters , Gordon Parks Foundation, Pleasantville, New York, until 31
January 2020; The Gun Violence Memorial Project with MASS Design Group,
Chicago Architecture Biennial, Chicago, until 5 January 2020; The Writing

on the Wall, in collaboration with Dr Baz Dreisinger and MASS Design
Group, High Line Art, New York, 31 October10 November; Unity, a public art
commission for Percent for Art, Brooklyn, NY, opens this autumn, date to be
confirmed
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Hank Willis Thomas (L), Eric Gottesman (M) and Maria Brito (R) discuss For Freedoms in the Oct. 30 episode of “The C-Files 
with Maria Brito.”

When longtime friends Hank Willis Thomas and Eric Gottesman set out to 
create a political action committee in 2016, they knew they wanted their 
organization to live at the intersection of art, politics and public participation.

“We think that art is always politics, and all art is political,” Gottesman said in 
a recent episode of “The C-Files with Maria Brito.” “And public policy is a
re�ection of our culture, which art creates. So we wanted to expand what it 
meant for people to be politically engaged and civically engaged.”

The duo began looking at past examples of art that revolved around those 
themes, �nding their �rst jolt of inspiration in Norman Rockwell’s “Four 
Freedoms.” First published as a rallying cry for the war effort following Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s State of the Union Adress in 1941, the series depicted 
Americans  — or rather, a mostly-white cohort of Americans  — exercising four 
fundamental human rights: freedom of speech, freedom of worship,  freedom 
from want and freedom from fear.

https://d30sbyh791tgpf.cloudfront.net/wp-content/blogs.dir/118/files/2019/10/TFC_FF_4.jpg
https://allarts.wliw.org/programs/the-c-files-with-maria-brito/sanford-biggers-and-for-freedoms-xno9wc/


Norman Rockwell’s original “Freedom to Worship” illustration,  rst published in the Saturday Evening Post in 1943.

After looking at the 80-year old portraits, it was clear to Gottesman and 
Thomas that Rockwell’s interpretation left out a huge swath of Americans.

“Not only were the freedoms limited to four, but also the de�nition of who was 
entitled to those freedoms as Americans was pretty limited,” Gottesman 
explained. “… So we were interested in blowing out that idea of who is 
included, and who is considered to be leading our society.”

The result was the creation of “For Freedoms,” which the two describe as a
platform for creating civic engagement through the arts. In an homage to
Rockwell’s series, the PAC‘s �rst major project was reinterpreting his
illustrations to re�ect the varied demographics of the people who have long-
called this country home.

“We wound up doing 82 versions of Rockwell’s ‘Four Freedoms’ images,”
Thomas said. “I think you’d be hard-pressed to not �nd representatives of
people you consider to be part of your community.”

https://www.nrm.org/2012/10/collections-four-freedoms/
https://d30sbyh791tgpf.cloudfront.net/wp-content/blogs.dir/118/files/2019/10/freedom-to-worshiip.jpg


Hank Willis Thomas and Emily Shur’s updated version of the Norman Rockwell classic, created for For Freedoms.

The success of their Rockwell adaptation has since led to a series of other 
projects, the most large-scale of which launched in 2018 under the title “The 
50 State Initiative.” As part of the art activation, For Freedoms and the scores 
of artists who work with the PAC designed a series of vague, yet nonetheless 
arresting, billboard ads.

One erected in New York City, designed by Thomas, states “LoveOverRules” in
white lettering against a glossy, brick-red background. Another simply asserts
“WE ARE THE ASTEROID” in bold font that resembles the cautionary signs
that border construction zones. The idea, according to Thomas, was to use
public space in a way that would challenge the status quo or provoke thought
about deeper societal issues.

“We are in an age where branding trumps everything,” Thomas said.  “What’s
really interesting about art is that it asks questions that are often unsettling.
So, what would it mean to put billboards across the country that didn’t
necessarily sell anything, other than an idea that we wanted to put out into
the world?”

The answer, it turns out, was engagement. Since its inception, the “50 State
Initiative” has maintained a presence in all U.S. states and Puerto Rico and
Washington D.C., spreading into a series of town hall events and other
opportunities for public discussion.

Watch the video below to hear the co-founders explain the project in more
detail and �nd out about their plans for the future.

https://d30sbyh791tgpf.cloudfront.net/wp-content/blogs.dir/118/files/2019/10/norman-rockwell-1.jpg


Hank Willis Thomas at his survey at the Portland Art Museum. Courtesy of the Portland Art Museum.

On View 

Hank Willis Thomas’s New Portland Art Museum
Show Exposes the Manipulative Power of
Advertising in the City Where Nike Was Born
The artist hopes that Nike adverting executives will make time to visit the 

exhibition.

Rachel Corbett, October 28, 2019

For the artist Hank Willis Thomas, one of the highlights of having his mid-career survey at the

Portland Art Museum is that it’s in the same city as the headquarters of Nike.

Thomas has long been influenced, and seemingly troubled, by the effects of the company’s

branding, elements of which appear throughout his work. In fact, the show’s promotional banner

hanging from the Oregon museum’s facade features Thomas’s 2003 photograph of a black man’s

head, branded with the Nike swoosh logo.

Years before Colin Kaepernick took a knee and ignited the sports industry’s intensely politicized

new era, Thomas was making work about the plight of college athletes like his cousin Songha

Willis, one of the many young men who “spend their whole life trying to get this opportunity, and

then there could be an injury, or a life-altering decision about where to go, and the school and

everyone’s making money but the players,” Thomas told artnet News.

https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsu5AWwrjJdeOMxetnozPop6FSdPa6LmoivJP1_wn8tIvNN0h7z9_V7IH1RiC9cyAa9g_s3TVhGIieLjxwLQSgubk3OSSqKLsXlWuBtN9gvv2G2P5Wn-dnBQ1F5tLERySK474x6geR6EzunjNcaM00lhKS-EzgoxLNG33YndhilU87W1_gSxkOxQ3LFKmr9SLw-p1AyaoVY3OPn2mKMQLg7mC_Hn8bL1_FDhPDTK8B_oOqN1idb_upWscq1kQsF_7o2INU90REd8yqVOscXTZLl8dTOMuz-msVPS-UjupYCSKvrVm-sPhzraQF356Ym1tq52_IY1jTH8oKbw_5tCZsxACjpiQv4tbsfIPRtW5qXO32usxYIzrA&sig=Cg0ArKJSzJbVsZsq3wGC&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.lagos.com/curated/new-arrivals%3Futm_source%3Dartnet%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_content%3Dartnet_branding_standard-banners-leaderboard_desktop_female_970x250_paid%26utm_term%3Dstandard-banners-leaderboard_fall-2_gif_970x250_mixed-collection_not-set_not-set%26utm_campaign%3Dlagos-branding-2H-2019%26dclid%3D%25edclid!
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Hank Will is Thomas’s Branded Head (2003) at the Portland Art Museum.

The sports industry’s exploitation of African American labor is a dynamic that recurs throughout the

exhibition. Thomas compares it explicitly to slavery in photographs like those of a sneaker chained

to a basketball, or a football player crouching across a yard line from a cotton picker, or a player

dunking a basketball into a noose.

Despite the apparent condemnation in much of Thomas’s sports-influenced work, the artist

considers himself a fan of Nike’s ads, which are created largely by the Portland-based agency

Weiden and Kennedy. “I got to tour their offices and the Nike offices,” he said. “It was really cool.”

Thomas admires the potency of advertising, if not always its ends. “I grew up in what they call the

‘MTV Generation,’ and I realized then that advertising is a completely powerful language, but it’s

usually a one-way language,” he said. Companies use it “only to get us to buy something, but

there’s not as much use of that language to talk about other issues.”



Hank Will is Thomas, The Cotton Bowl (2011). Image courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 

© Hank Will is Thomas.

Thomas decided he wanted to use this form of messaging to “sell ideas, rather than just be driven 

by product.” In 2016, he and fellow artist Eric Gottesman formed the For Freedoms Super PAC. But 

instead of raising money for a political candidate, they generated artist-designed advertising, such as 

billboards by Marilyn Minter, Rashid Johnson, and others that appeared in all 50 US states during the midterm 

elections of 2018.

For Freedoms is currently in the process of transitioning from a political action committee to a nonprofit, but it 

will still be active during the 2020 elections. Its plans are yet to be determined, but Thomas said that “we 

want to do a different version of the 50-state initiative in 2020. Hopefully it’ll include billboards.”

The Thomas survey in Portland will travel to the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art in Arkansas and the 

Cincinnati Art Museum in Ohio. But before it does, Thomas hopes that some of the Portland area’s advertisers 

will be able to pay a visit.

Hank Will is Thomas’s Guernica (2016) is made from cut-up and restitched sports jerseys. Courtesy of the 

Portland Art Museum.

“Being that my work is so influenced by Nike and Apple advertising, and Weiden and Kennedy—the 

company that kind of opened all those doors in all our minds, setting the gold standard—it’s 

exciting that people from those companies will be influenced by my work,” he said.

He pointed to a print in the show that features, in lenticular optical-illusion text, the phrase “ART 

IMITATES LIFE IMITATES ADS IMITATES ART” and said, “it’s a vicious cycle of art directors and 

graphic designers coming to museums to be inspired by art and then filtering that into the ads that 

they make and filtering [those] into the world to imitate.”

“Hank Willis Thomas: All Things Being Equal…” is on view through January 12, 2020, at the 

Portland Art Museum.

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/for-freedoms-50-states-initiative-artists-1367275
http://www.artnet.com/artists/marilyn-minter/
http://www.artnet.com/artists/rashid-johnson/
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Portland Art Museum’s Hank Willis Thomas
Retrospective Invokes Black Joy: The
Strongest Force In the Universe
by Cameron Hawkey

“Crossroads,” 2012. Chromogenic print, plexiglas, and Lumisty film  ©  H A N K  W I L L I S  T H O M A S

uring a boozy opening night dialogue with Danielle McCoy and Ragen Fykes of Wieden+Kennedy, and assistant
professor Dr. Derrais Carter from the Pacific Northwest College of Art, Carter asked conceptual artist Hank Willis
Thomas how he got someone to give themselves a Nike scar for his photograph “Branded Head.” Thomas replied,

“Uh, this is Photoshop.”
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It was surprising to hear someone take Thomas’ photo as truth, but also appropriate, as a major theme in his work deals
with the “truth” of photography. In a brief conversation I had with Thomas about the retrospective, he stressed, “Truth is
the most potent battleground there is.”

Thomas’ early work focused on the production of fictional corporate products; more significantly, he used corporate
advertising and careful redaction of logos and brands’ to examine what the ads were really selling. Eventually going beyond
advertising, Thomas explored all manner of images, isolating singular gestures and remaking them in sculptures of
fingertips grazing basketballs and passports turning to ash. These works and more are all part of All Things Being Equal...,
the Portland Arts Museum’s new retrospective of Thomas’s work, which brings together old and new pieces of incredible
variety—including Christopher Columbus’ credit card, gold chains, button pins bigger than stop signs, and an enormous
scrap quilt of Picasso’s “Guernica” made from sports jerseys.

“Guernica,” 2016. Mixed media, including sport jerseys, 131 × 281 inches.  ©  H A N K  W I L L I S  T H O M A S

The contrast of pointed shallowness and hidden depth in Thomas’ work is stunning. The height of these extremes comes in
“Winter in America,” a harrowing stop-motion video reenacting the 2000 murder of Thomas’ cousin, Songha Willis, with
G.I. Joe action figures.

The show makes for an intense experience that could spark any amount of brainy critique. But instead of curatorial insights,
the descriptions accompanying the artworks are ususally quips from students at Martin Luther King Elementary. I found
the children’s reactions as profound as any art critic’s.

This is the first survey of Thomas’ work and the biggest PAM show in years. And they know it. There are loads of events
attached, but I’m particularly excited to check out the Numberz on Thursday, November 7, where DJ Ambush will curate a
DJ set soundtrack within the exhibition and as a live broadcast on 96.7 FM. Also worth noting are films selected by
Thomas, which will be shown throughout the exhibition’s run. John Carpenter’s They Live already screened, but next up is
James Baldwin: The Price of the Ticket (Oct 27, 2 pm, Northwest Film Center Whitsell Auditorium). On Saturday,
December 14, there’s free museum admission and you can catch the PBS documentary Malcolm X: Make It Plain.

Quite plainly, this show rocks. It’s tragic, intense, sincere, and slick, with surprising and unforgettable fusions of feelings
and ideas. That the show has so much heart reflects Thomas’ extraordinary intention, which he seemed to comment on at
the end of the opening night discussion. “There is no stronger power in the universe than Black joy,” he said. “Because
it has been tested and never been destroyed.”
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S U B S C R I B E

ONE ON ONE: ADGER
COWANS AND HANK
WILLIS THOMAS

1 0 . 2 4 . 2 0 1 9

Adger Cowans has lived and made photographic history for more than 50 years,
starting with his job as an assistant to Gordon Parks when he first arrived in New York
in 1958. With a new book out and works on view in “Soul of Nation,” which heads to
San Francisco’s de Young Museum this fall, the polymathic artist is among the forces
who opened doors for the next generation, including Hank Willis Thomas, who is now
leading the pack of today’s imagemakers. Willis Thomas took time out of preparing for
“All Things Being Equal,” his solo show on view at the Portland Art Museum, to talk
with Cowans about his life and work.
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A D G E R  C O W A N  O U T S I D E  O F  T H E  O D E O N ,
2 0 1 9 .  P O R T R A I T  B Y  N O N A  FA U S T I N E .
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Hank Willis Thomas: I’ve always wondered how it felt as you were making your longHank Willis Thomas: I’ve always wondered how it felt as you were making your long
and broad career. Did it feel like you were making history?and broad career. Did it feel like you were making history?

Adger Cowans:Adger Cowans: No, not in the beginning. There were no history books on photography
in the ’50s, so photography wasn’t really considered an art. For me, the glory was
being a photographer, like Eugene Smith, Henri Cartier-Bresson, Robert Capa, guys
like that. They were sort of my heroes. Of course, I really liked the prints of Edward
Weston and Ansel Adams. That was kind of the seed of what they called fine art.

HWT: Growing up in Ohio, how did you come into contact with Edward Weston?HWT: Growing up in Ohio, how did you come into contact with Edward Weston?

AC:AC: My teacher at Ohio University, Clarence H. White, was the son of Clarence H.
White senior, who was an important photographer and knew Group f/64 with Ansel
Adams and Edward Weston. I got to see actual prints by them because they were in
his collection. When I came to New York in 1958 I worked with Gordon [Parks].
Nobody was talking about photography as art. Journalism was the route—to be a
photojournalist—and Magnum was the big company for that. If you did anything else,
they called it artsy-fartsy.

HWT: When did you start showing your work?HWT: When did you start showing your work?

AC:AC: I had my first one-man show at the Heliography Gallery in 1962. The Heliography
Gallery included photographers like Paul Caponigro, Carl Chiarenza, Walter Chappell,
Marie Cosindas, Scott Hyde and W. Eugene Smith. They were not commercial
photographers; they were photographers who thought of photography as art. I related
to that because at university, my teachers were concerned about your input in the
photograph, as opposed to just taking a picture of something. So I had some
foundation for a philosophy of personal expression.

HWT: That seems like an exciting time to be in New York, especially as a youngHWT: That seems like an exciting time to be in New York, especially as a young
creative person.creative person.

AC:AC: We had big fights with the art guys, the painters, because they were saying that
photography wasn’t art, it was craft. Photographers and painters and sculptors would
get together and have these big discussions about whether photography was art or
not. I think photography finally officially became art when Ansel Adams sold his
picture Moonrise Over Hernandez for $1,500 and they put a photo of him on the
cover of Time magazine. People thought it was crazy! Nobody had ever paid that much
money for a photo.



HWT: I saw that photograph in someone’s house recently, an original print, and no oneHWT: I saw that photograph in someone’s house recently, an original print, and no one
who was born in the past 25–30 years can really understand how incredible a feat itwho was born in the past 25–30 years can really understand how incredible a feat it
was to not only make that picture, but to make that print the way Ansel Adams did.was to not only make that picture, but to make that print the way Ansel Adams did.
Now there isn’t the same stigma around the idea of photography as craft as there wasNow there isn’t the same stigma around the idea of photography as craft as there was
earlier, but now the craft is lost—especially the dark room because of digitalearlier, but now the craft is lost—especially the dark room because of digital
photography. How do you feel about that, having done so much in silver and thenphotography. How do you feel about that, having done so much in silver and then
seeing how this medium has changed so dramatically, from black and white to colorseeing how this medium has changed so dramatically, from black and white to color
to digital to now seeing most of our images on screens?to digital to now seeing most of our images on screens?

AC:AC: For me, it’s always about the image, no matter what you’re using. Whether you’re
using film, digital, print-making, it’s all about the emotion in the photograph or
painting or whatever. Capturing those feelings that come through you—if you’re honest
and true, it translates so that other people can feel them. It’s not so much the
technique as how much emotion you get into it. I think digital is great. I’m able to take
old negatives and really make them come alive. I’m for all of it, I’m not against any of
it.

HWT: When you arrived in New York, there was the Beat movement happening in theHWT: When you arrived in New York, there was the Beat movement happening in the
Village, jazz was in its golden age and the Civil Rights movement was starting to catchVillage, jazz was in its golden age and the Civil Rights movement was starting to catch
a lot of national attention. Was that all when you were—a lot of national attention. Was that all when you were—

founding members of Kamoinge and I was also in AfriCOBRA and we really stressed
the possibility of arts for our people and showing them in a positive light. I was
concerned most about the art. I got out of advertising and photojournalism in 1968
and I went to Brazil. And when I came back from Brazil, everything changed in how I
approached my work.

HWT: What was happening in Brazil?HWT: What was happening in Brazil?

AC: AC: Well, nothing! [Laughter.] I just wanted to get away from advertising. I had a studio
and an agent and everything, but I was tired of doing ads for toothpaste, or the army,
Con Edison, all those kinds of things. The commercial world was unapologetically

A D G E R  C O W A N S ’ S  3  S H A D O W S  S H O T  I N
T H E  B R O N X  I N  T H E  1 9 6 0 S .
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 I was in the middle of all of it, but for me, it was always about moving the art 
forward more than it was about racial consciousness, though I was one of the



white; there were only a couple of black guys working on that level back then. HWT:
You don’t hear so many stories of African- American artists who were like, I’m tired of
doing these big jobs so I decided to go to Brazil. You hear of artists going to Europe,
Paris—but you went to Brazil. What was that like? That was also a great moment in
music and culture in Brazil. AC: It was fantastic. It opened up a whole thing for me
because of the Afro-Brazilian thing. I lived in Bahia. I had originally gone there to do a
job for Esquire, and the guy who was my contact said he was only going to give me
part of the money because he wasn’t going back to America. After I was there for a
while and saw how beautiful Brazil was, I decided I wasn’t going back to the States
either! 
HWT: So you were on your own journey then? AC: Yeah, I got there and after I met all
of these different people, I felt comfortable and ended up staying almost a year. I
wasn’t ready to come back but I had to. I had my work, business and everything. I
came back to New York, and for two or three weeks I was just depressed!

HWT: What made it so special for you?HWT: What made it so special for you?

AC:AC: I just felt all the different colors of the different people—the Indian with the African
and the African with the Italian and the Brazilian—it was just a beautiful culture. I felt a
blend of love among the people. I was living on Afonso Celso Street, which is a black
part of Bahia, and there wasn’t all that racial tension. It was there, but it wasn’t as
overt as it is now. I felt at home. I met Caetano Veloso and Gilberto Gil, all of those
guys. They were young kids at that time and they came to our house because we were
American— me and my friend Roz Allen—and they wanted to know about America and
what was going on with the Black Arts Movement. At first they thought I was Stokely
Carmichael. I ended up going on television and talking about what was going on in
America, but I was trying to escape all of that stuff; I didn’t want to be bothered. I did
go down south after Medgar Evers was killed. The NY Herald Tribune had a grant for
artists, so I got a grant to go down there and photograph what was going on, but I
wasn’t so much concerned about trying to document. I was more about the things
that were happening internally with me.

HWT: I’m fascinated by the breadth of your work—there’s your political work andHWT: I’m fascinated by the breadth of your work—there’s your political work and
commercial work, like photographs of people like Mick Jagger, Jane Fonda, Katharinecommercial work, like photographs of people like Mick Jagger, Jane Fonda, Katharine
Hepburn. Was there anything you did not want to do? Very few people have such aHepburn. Was there anything you did not want to do? Very few people have such a
broad legacy.broad legacy.

AC: AC: I didn’t want to work commercially, and I didn’t want to work for assistants and
worked with a lot of the important photographers in New York at the time, including
Lillian Bassman, Gordon Parks and others. Gordon said to me: you don’t want to work
at Life magazine because you already have a point of view and a style, and if you work
at Life magazine, they’ll kill that. I also went to Ebony magazine and met Moneta Sleet
Jr. He was a really nice guy and he said, you don’t want to work at Ebony. I said, I need
a job! And he said, you have your own style already; if you work at Ebony they’ll kill you
like a work horse, ‘shoot this, shoot that.’ That kind of took me out of the magazine
business.

HWT: And that’s why your book is called Personal Vision.HWT: And that’s why your book is called Personal Vision.

AC:AC: It’s called that because it’s my vision, what I feel and think about images and
photography, painting, the whole thing. I realized that was really the way I was trained,
even though I was in school with journalists like Paul Fusco and James Coralis. We
were in class together at Ohio University where we had a class of about 10,000
students and out of all of those students there were only 22 black students, so we all
knew what we were doing and kind of hung out together because Ohio was still racist



at that time. We couldn’t get haircuts in the town, so we started cutting each other’s
hair, and there were places we couldn’t go because we were black. We started
integrating places and being very revolutionary, and they called the National Guard at
one point because we started real trouble by sticking in the barber shop and not
moving and going into places where we would have to go around back to be served—
so we would go around back and get our beer or whatever and then we’d go in the
front door and sit down. Of course, they went crazy and called the police. All of this
wasn’t necessarily making the news, but we were really angry about the way things
were going. It had nothing to do with taking pictures, nothing to do with art, just the
fact that we were black students. A lot of these kids that I went to school with came
from good black families. They didn’t grow up in the hood; these were the kids whose
parents were educated, whose parents were doctors and lawyers. It wasn’t about
being ashamed of being black—we were proud to be black. This was before the Black
Arts Movement. I had a black family with a lot of love—Thanksgiving, Christmas, there
was 20 people at the table, aunts, uncles, cousins, everybody. I experienced a lot of
love growing up, so I knew who I was.

HWT: Did you know that you were part of a historical moment? That you were livingHWT: Did you know that you were part of a historical moment? That you were living
through and making history? All the names that you were interacting with and thethrough and making history? All the names that you were interacting with and the
things that you were doing are things people read about now.things that you were doing are things people read about now.

AC:AC: No, I didn’t think about it that way. Not until much later. I was probably 50 years
old before I realized that the things I had done and the things I had lived through were
a part of history. I was just concerned about being a photographer. I didn’t care about
the other stuff. I didn’t want to take any time away from the work I wanted to do. I
loved taking pictures from the time I was 15 years old. I never thought of it as a job, or
an art, or anything. It was just something that I really loved to do.

HWT: What would you say to a younger version of yourself—if you were able to say toHWT: What would you say to a younger version of yourself—if you were able to say to
yourself at 18 years old that you’d be an internationally renowned artist who traveledyourself at 18 years old that you’d be an internationally renowned artist who traveled
the world and shot films and ad campaigns.the world and shot films and ad campaigns.

F AY E  D U N A W AY  I N  1 9 7 0  F O R  T H E
M O V I E  P U Z Z L E  O F  A  D O W N F A L L  C H I L D .



AC:AC: When I was 18, I wouldn’t have believed that I would have the career that I’ve had.
I’ve been working on my website now and my agent is putting things together and she
called me and said, “Jesus Christ, you lived two lifetimes already!” I’ve never really
thought about it, which is to a fault in some degree, because there’s a lot of stuff I
didn’t write down. For me, it was about living my life, not a life that was prescribed to
me by the government or whatever. I thought my life was important because the
connections I had with my spirit let me know that I had something to do.

HWT: You were part of Kamoinge and AfriCOBRA, which are very community-orientedHWT: You were part of Kamoinge and AfriCOBRA, which are very community-oriented
movements. It took 40 or 50 years for people to catch up to what you guys weremovements. It took 40 or 50 years for people to catch up to what you guys were
imagining then. Photography wasn’t even seen as an art form when you were startingimagining then. Photography wasn’t even seen as an art form when you were starting
— much less was there a space to be a black artist photographer. You have an ability— much less was there a space to be a black artist photographer. You have an ability
to see beyond what the world thinks you can and should be, and that’s part of whatto see beyond what the world thinks you can and should be, and that’s part of what
you talk about in terms of being on this spiritual quest of self-expansion andyou talk about in terms of being on this spiritual quest of self-expansion and
exploration, but you’ve also stayed rooted to the African- American community, andexploration, but you’ve also stayed rooted to the African- American community, and
the international African diaspora community as well.the international African diaspora community as well.

AC: AC: I look at it like this: I was born black and then I became an artist. A black man
living, born and raised in America, and that’s enough. I don’t have to say that I’m
doing pictures of black people, or that I’m socially involved—I’m a black man.
Whatever is going on, I’m involved. I can’t not be involved. I don’t have to make a point
of it. I’m proud, I’m black, I grew up that way. I don’t have to go on talking about it and
screaming about it. With Kamoinge, I didn’t want to use that name, because it was a
label. I like the name we first had, which was Camera 35. I liked that name because it
dealt with photography, and that’s what I wanted to stay with, so I fought everybody.
[Laughter.] Ray Francis and I ware the only ones who went against it.

HWT: I knew all of you through my mother [Deborah Willis] and her work at theHWT: I knew all of you through my mother [Deborah Willis] and her work at the
Schomburg Center. The only photographers I knew growing up were the blackSchomburg Center. The only photographers I knew growing up were the black
photographers: Moneta Sleet Jr., Gordon Parks, James Van Der Zee, you and Royphotographers: Moneta Sleet Jr., Gordon Parks, James Van Der Zee, you and Roy
DeCarava. When I went to college, I learned about W. Eugene Smith, and maybe IDeCarava. When I went to college, I learned about W. Eugene Smith, and maybe I
knew a little bit about Ansel Adams beforehand. I actually had an almost reverseknew a little bit about Ansel Adams beforehand. I actually had an almost reverse
education about photographic history. I really feel privileged to be able to witness theeducation about photographic history. I really feel privileged to be able to witness the
broadening awareness of our society, of the work that people have been doing forbroadening awareness of our society, of the work that people have been doing for
more than half a century, and I’m really grateful because I don’t think my mothermore than half a century, and I’m really grateful because I don’t think my mother
would have had the audacity to do a lot of the work she did if it weren’t for you all. Sowould have had the audacity to do a lot of the work she did if it weren’t for you all. So
many of us are in the legacy of Gordon Parks, just by him going places he wasn’tmany of us are in the legacy of Gordon Parks, just by him going places he wasn’t
supposed to and refusing to be marginalized.supposed to and refusing to be marginalized.

AC:AC: All of that is true. And Deb’s history book was huge—nothing like that existed
before. Nothing. You had a really good grounding before you went to college. You
already had it going on before you found out about all of these other guys.

HWT: You’ve always had this signature smooth look—the scarf and the hat. [Laughter.]HWT: You’ve always had this signature smooth look—the scarf and the hat. [Laughter.]
Is that intentional?Is that intentional?

AC: AC: It’s energy. You ever meet somebody for the first time and you shake their hand
and they give you that limp hand and you go, ugh, and just don’t get a good vibe? And
then you meet somebody else, and it’s a great vibe, and you get along right away?
That’s the energy that’s coming from that first person and coming from you, and it’s
invisible to the naked eye, but it’s a very real energy. One of the things that kept me in
photography was the fact that I could take a picture and show it to somebody and they
would talk about whether they liked it or whether they didn’t, and to me, what they
said about the work was a window into who they were. If I went to a top magazine to



show my work, and usually they were white people, whatever they said about my work,
I listened because it told me who they were.

HWT: At 83 years old, you seem as passionate about making images and doing workHWT: At 83 years old, you seem as passionate about making images and doing work
as—as—

AC:AC: Oh, yes! Look, I had Romare Bearden, I had Jacob Lawrence, I had Norman Lewis,
I had all these guys around me. All these guys worked right up until the end. They did
not slack off. These were my heroes. When I came to New York, I met these guys and
they were the people to know, to be friendly with, to find out about. They were carrying
on something, but hardly anyone was paying attention. I had a show at the Kenkeleba
House Gallery, and it was great. I felt so good to be there. I felt that I had arrived. I
didn’t care about what uptown was doing! I was with the guys who I felt were the most
powerful artists on the planet.

HWT: Are these the things you talk about in your new book?HWT: Are these the things you talk about in your new book?

AC:AC: Yeah, I tell stories. How I grew up and when I came to New York, the different
people I met, what I did, my experience living as a photographer, as an artist. You can
read it in one sitting! I’m getting good comments from people, regular folks, they love
it.

HWT: I’m grateful to get this opportunity to talk to you. It’s given me a chance to seeHWT: I’m grateful to get this opportunity to talk to you. It’s given me a chance to see
things I hadn’t seen and known before.things I hadn’t seen and known before.

AC: AC: Cool, because I appreciate what you’re doing, man. Question Bridge was a great
concept! And the other stuff you are doing is great too—the Nike series with the
branding and the body and the basketball and the chain—all of that is great.

HWT: It means a lot to me to hear you know about this stuff.HWT: It means a lot to me to hear you know about this stuff.

AC:AC: It deals with society to a certain degree, but it’s your vision. That’s what I think a
lot of these young photographers are missing— they have to deal with their own vision.
I call a lot of the younger photographers today visual entertainers.

HWT: I know what you mean. Thinking about what you’ve experienced since 1958HWT: I know what you mean. Thinking about what you’ve experienced since 1958
when you came to New York, do you have any advice for someone who is arriving inwhen you came to New York, do you have any advice for someone who is arriving in
the same city now with their camera and their hopes and dreams the same way youthe same city now with their camera and their hopes and dreams the same way you
did?did?

AC: AC: Listen to your inner voice or to your spirit or whatever you want to call it. That’s
where you’ll find your originality—you won’t find it looking outside, you’ll find it looking
inside. It’s good to look at other people’s work to see how things are done or how
really good photographs have meaning and last through the ages, but until you get in
touch with that spiritual part of yourself, nothing will happen. We need each person to
express what is going on with them, and it has to come from inside. To thine own self,
be true, and that can be very hard, because if you stand still in one place, you’ll get
the good, bad, depression, no money, a lot of money— you’re going to get everything
that people are moving around doing, even if you’re standing in one place. So get out
there, get into life. You have to understand living and dying to be an artist and you
have to live through the pain and the joy. To be an artist you have to be able to
express emotion. You use the good and bad experiences in life. Great art lives beyond
its time because it has emotion, and emotion goes beyond life and death. Work has to
have life in it. Expression is what will keep you going. Don’t let anything stop you from



what it is that you want to do, your dream. Dreams become realities. They may not
come right away, and if they did you’d probably abuse them.

HWT: You wouldn’t appreciate it.HWT: You wouldn’t appreciate it.

AC: AC: Yes! You wouldn’t appreciate it. You have to make that experience in life. But if
you’re passionate about it, and you love it, then you’re halfway there already.
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Hank Willis Thomas’ art to change the world

NJERI MCPHERSON | 10/24/2019, 2:36 p.m.

Hank Willis Thomas Contributed

Artist Hank Willis Thomas is leaving his mark in the art community, being featured in art exhibits all over the states as well as Spain, France and China. 
Specializing in photography, Thomas expresses a range of ideas in several ways. Moreover, he has given other artists the opportunity to do similar work with the 
organization For Freedoms.

Thomas was born in New Jersey, but raised in the upper west side of New York City. Coming from a very creative family, he has always had some interest in the 
arts.

“My parents were both creative oriented, and traveled a lot with their work. My mother is a curator and photographer, and my father is a man of many talents: a 
physicist, filmmaker, jazz player, [etc.],” says Thomas. “My mother being an artist and an art historian, I grew up following in her footsteps.”

Art has always played a part in Thomas' life. Attending Duke Ellington School of the Arts, Thomas leaned into Museum Studies, focusing on how art was 
presented rather than creating art himself. But, he later went to school for photography, and this changed his creative trajectory.

“I never really learned painting, or drawing, or how to play an instrument; I never saw myself as an artist. I have just always followed my curiosity, and I was 
lucky enough to go to school for photography—I could just look at the art and stare, I never really thought I could make money off it,” explains Thomas. “I had 
friends that worked at galleries that thought my art was worth showing.”

Thomas’ curiosity has led him to create art from multitudes of inspiration all over the world. Growing up in New York, and residing in Brooklyn today, it would 
be easy to assume that Thomas gets most of his inspiration from NYC’s vibrant streets. However, in his opinion, we live in a “global society.”

“Artists in South Africa, Peru, Japan [etc.] also inspire my work—because we live in a world of social media you don’t have to live in a particular area to be 
inspired by what people do,” says Thomas.

He has found great inspiration from a variety of cultures and mediums, however, what he finds most inspirational is the idea of evoking change in society. From 
this motivation, Thomas founded For Freedoms, an organization where art and public discourse can meet. For Freedoms is a place a place for artists to express art 
delving into topics of civic issues,Thomas hopes to make art a stronger force for change.
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“Artists have a lot to say that could and should be shaping our political views and society,” says Thomas. “Fine art at its best challenges us to rethink norms that
we have gotten used to; we need creative solutions to create meaningful change in our society.”

The artist has definitely presented art capable of sparking engaging discourse. With much of his work bringing attention to issues of race in the U.S., Thomas has
made an impact with striking images that evoke in-depth thought. Still, with all of his success, he still feels insecurity in his creative process.

“I think there is always a question of if I am doing something important, something relevant to be done—a concern that my work is worth people’s time,” says
Thomas.

Still, he continues to produce art that he feels is relevant and meaningful.

“I hope that my work asks good questions about the society we live in and talks more about the things we take for granted, whether that be what we consume, the
news, history—not giving in to the narrative that is sold to us,” says Thomas “I hope to express that there is always more to the story than what is in the frame of
the camera. I see art in everything, I think at it’s best we don’t separate art from life.”



In Portland, Falling Stars Shine a Light
on Gun Violence
A personal loss, in part, drives the artist Hank Willis Thomas to
confront one of the biggest fears among African‑American men.

By Hilarie M. Sheets

Oct. 23, 2019

In the soaring atrium at the entrance to Hank Willis Thomas’s exhibition “All Things Being Equal...” at the Portland Art Museum, a circle of 28‑foot‑long
blue banners stitched with rows of white stars descends to the ground. Titled “14,719,” this immersive chapel of falling stars echoes elements of the
American flag and commemorates the number of individuals shot and killed in the United States in 2018.

“The most likely way for young African‑American men to die is by gun violence,” Mr. Thomas, a conceptual artist, said in his Brooklyn studio on the eve of
his first major museum survey. The Portland, Ore., show, which opened this month, includes some 90 photographs, sculptures, installations, videos and
collaborative public art projects that shine a light on painful American stories and the aspiration for social justice. “But all you have to be is alive in
America and you can fall victim to gun violence,” Mr. Thomas said.

This urgent societal issue is acutely personal to the 43‑year‑old artist, who in 2000 lost his first cousin — with whom he shared an apartment in New York
at the time — to robbery and murder. “I remember Songha and I joking about being 21 and black and, like, we made it,” said Mr. Thomas, ruefully. His grief
and search for catharsis have been formative to his development as an artist, one who often co‑opts familiar cultural imagery to pose nuanced questions
about black male identity.

While at the California College of the Arts, where he received his master’s in photography and visual criticism in 2004, Mr. Thomas began “Branded,” his
ongoing series of digital “C‑prints.” He embossed the Nike swoosh logo repeatedly across a bare torso like whipping marks in “Scarred Chest” (2003), one
of his many images drawing parallels between the violence to black bodies during slavery and the physical labor of black athletes generating revenue for
universities and team owners.

“Hank uses the language of advertising, whether it’s actual words or the visual language, to think about the underpinnings that move throughout our
culture and how those messages can either uplift or in many cases reinforce biases or racist practice,” said Julia Dolan, who curated the Portland
exhibition with Sara Krajewski.

“Branded Head,” 2003, is one of his works linking the violence of
slavery with the labor of athletes.
Hank Willis Thomas, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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With his childhood friend and fellow artist Kambui Olujimi, Mr. Thomas used the G.I. Joes they once played with to re‑enact the last five minutes of his
cousin’s life in the 2005 stop‑motion animation “Winter in America,” on view in the exhibition. “As boys in the United States, we’re given action figures
with guns and encouraged to create scenarios based around violence,” he said. “We then turn around and say it’s a shame when gun violence happens.”

Mr. Thomas remembers playing with G.I. Joes in the stacks at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem, where his mother, the
MacArthur‑award‑winning curator and photographer Deborah Willis, worked in the 1980s. “Growing up at the Schomburg couldn’t have been a greater
subconscious educational experience,” Mr. Thomas said.

In his youth, he met groundbreaking artists including Gordon Parks, the first African‑American staff photographer for Life magazine, and credits his
mother with spurring his interest in working with archival images — “recognizing an alternative visual history of America than the one that mainstream
society celebrates,” he said.

Mr. Thomas’s work is fueled, in part, by grief over the loss of a first cousin to violent
crime. Nate Bajar for The New York Times

Reprinting Spider Martin’s 1965 photograph of Civil Rights protesters facing off against police on a weathered glass mirror, for instance, Mr. Thomas
inserts the reflection of the viewer in the narrative and conflates the past and present. Screening other images of social unrest on retroreflective vinyl, he
highlights defiant figures and searing details while shrouding the rest as latent negative.

Only when the viewers use the flash on their phones to alter the silvered surface of these halftones (as they will be invited to do in the exhibition) is the
full image revealed.

“Depending on where you stand, the image will look different,” Ms. Krajewski said. “It makes us think about our relationships to these histories, how our
backgrounds have positioned us in our lives.”
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Mr. Thomas’s sculptural works, too, are based on powerful gestures excised from photographs, including an image of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
wrapping his arms around his wife, Coretta Scott King.

In the artist’s memorial to the couple to be installed next year on the Boston Common, their disembodied embrace will be cast at 22 feet tall in bronze. “We
have so many monuments to war and very few monuments to peace and love,” said Mr. Thomas, who lives in Brooklyn with his wife, Rujeko Hockley, co‑
curator of this year’s Whitney Biennial, and their baby daughter.

The artist was also awarded a fellowship this year by the Gordon Parks Foundation in Pleasantville, N.Y. There, Mr. Thomas’s new retroreflective images
based on Mr. Parks’s 1969 autobiographical film “Learning Tree” are on view. “Hank is living and breathing in the footsteps of Gordon Parks,” said Peter
Kunhardt Jr., executive director of the foundation.

Mr. Thomas has layered stills from the film dramatizing Mr. Parks’s impoverished childhood in segregated Kansas with ghostly pictures of him as a
renowned artist on the set of “Learning Tree” and looking back at his own life through the camera lens. This framing and context is illuminated with the
viewer’s flash.

“I’m always interested in the story behind the pictures,” Mr. Thomas said, “and encouraging myself and viewers to think beyond the surface reading.”

The artist’s longtime friend and colleague Wangechi Mutu said she admired the “emotional elasticity and empathetic breadth” that Mr. Thomas brings to
whatever idea and medium he tackles, as well as his ability to collaborate.

Ms. Mutu is one of some 800 artists who have contributed billboard designs, among other public artworks, exhibited across all 50 states in civic spaces as
part of “For Freedoms,” an artist‑run super PAC founded in 2016 by Mr. Thomas and Eric Gottesman.

“Hank’s thinking about the political landscape of the U.S. and the constituents of various space that are in need of the art and activism he charges his work
with,” said Ms. Mutu, whose billboard Africa’s Out! was exhibited in Trenton, N.J., during the midterm elections.

Mr. Thomas’s struggles to deal with the death of his cousin, and of so many other African‑American men, precipitated another collaboration begun in 2010
called “Question Bridge,” a five‑channel video‑mediated dialogue between more than 150 black men. He teamed with Chris Johnson, Bayete Ross Smith
and Kamal Sinclair to fan out across country, meeting African‑American men who would pose questions to their peers on camera, such as, “I wonder,
black man, are you really ready for freedom?”

“We had five people answer that question and each one answered it dramatically differently,” Mr. Thomas said. “We were on a mission to try to define
black male identity, because it’s so often spoken about in our society, but actually showed that there’s as much diversity that exists within any
demographic as there is outside of it.”

“Public Enemy (Black and Gold),” 2017, uses a 1967 news photo by Don Hogan Charles,
originally published in The New York Times.
Hank Willis Thomas, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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Sculptor Meredith Bergmann's design for the winning Central Park monument. Courtesy of Monumental Women.
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Hong Kong Culture Workers Are Running for Office – Hong Kong artists and cultural workers are 

running for public office as thousands of young people continue to take to the streets in the city

(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/hong-kong-protests-and-future-of-hong-kong-art-identity-

1600474). The artist Clara Cheung, who is the co-founder of art nonprofit C&G Artpartment, and 

curator Susi Law have both entered the district council race as independent candidates. Cheung 

says that fighting for democracy means “sometimes you have to come out of your comfort zone 

and do more.” The district council elections will be held on November 24. (Art Asia Pacific

(http://artasiapacific.com/News/HongKongCulturalWorkersRunIn2019DistrictCouncilElections))

Saudi Arabia Plans a Modern Art Museum – The Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia now wants a 

museum of Modern art as well as an edition of the Desert X biennial (https://news.artnet.com/art-

world/desert-x-saudi-arabia-1673542). An official announcement by the Ministry of Culture last 

week confirmed that the Saudi Museum of Modern Art will be built on the outskirts of the capital, 

Riyadh. Details are minimal but according to a statement, the planned museum will be designed

“according to a modern creative concept influenced by the traditional local architectural style.” It 

will be located near the UNESCO world heritage site of At-Turaif.  (Forbes

(https://www.forbes.com/sites/dominicdudley/2019/10/22/saudi-modern-art-

museum/#51c882435790))

Feminist Central Park Monument Gets Approval – A controversial sculpture for New York’s 

Central Park commemorating American women (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/sojourner-truth-

added-statue-central-park-1623946) who led the fight for female suffrage has been narrowly 

approved. Three of the 12 panel members—including the artist Hank Willis Thomas—abstained 

from the vote. The monument’s sculptor, Meredith Bergmann, has revised her design to hint at the 

political and racial tension among campaigners Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and 

Sojourner Truth. (Anthony and Stanton made black women like Trush stand at the back at rallies.) 

This is the second design revision: the first one added Truth after backlash that the proposal 

included just two white women. The $1.5 million statue, the first celebrating great women in the 

park, is due to be unveiled in August 2020. (New York Post (https://nypost.com/2019/10/21/central-

park-to-get-its-first-statue-honoring-women/?

utm_source=twitter_sitebuttons&utm_medium=site%20buttons&utm_campaign=site%20buttons))

A Lawsuit Pits a German Firm Against an Art Dealer – The German financial services firm Fine 

Art Partners is suing London- and Miami-based art dealer Inigo Philbrick

(http://www.artnet.com/galleries/inigophilbrick/) for allegedly withholding $14 million in art by stars 

including Christopher Wool (http://www.artnet.com/artists/christopher-wool/), Wade Guyton, and 

Donald Judd (http://www.artnet.com/artists/donald-judd/)—as well as a Yayoi Kusama

(http://www.artnet.com/artists/yayoi-kusama/) “Infinity Room.” The firm wants Philbrick to return 

the art, which he had been tasked with selling. The complex legal drama also involves accusations 

of a fraudulent auction guarantee. (ARTnews (http://www.artnews.com/2019/10/22/inigo-philbrick-

lawsuit/))

ART MARKET
Dawoud Bey Joins Sean Kelly – The Chicago-based photographer and MacArthur “Genius”

(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/njideka-akunyili-crosby-trevor-paglen-genius-grant-1112516) 

has joined Sean Kelly. Bey will have his first show at the New York gallery in late 2020. The artist, 

who was previously represented by the now-shuttered (https://news.artnet.com/art-world/mary-

boone-is-sentenced-1464904) Mary Boone Gallery, also has a touring retrospective opening at 

SMOMA next year. (ARTnews (http://www.artnews.com/2019/10/22/dawoud-bey-sean-kelly/))

Christie’s Offers a Futurist Gem – A late, posthumous cast of Umberto Boccioni’s Unique Forms 

of Continuity in Space heads to auction at Christie’s New York on November 11 with an estimate of

$3.8 million to $4.5 million. It is from an edition of ten bronzes cast in 1972, six of which are in 

public museums. One of the original 1931 casts, meanwhile, is a celebrated work in the collection 

of the Museum of Modern Art in New York. (Art Market Monitor

(https://www.artmarketmonitor.com/2019/10/22/christies-brings-a-bit-of-moma-the-tate-to-the-

auction-block/))

The Painting JFK Never Lived to Receive Goes on Sale – A landscape by the Texan artist Porfirio 

Salinas with a historic provenance is heading to auction. The artist was due to present Rocky Creek 

to President John F. Kennedy as a gift from vice president Lyndon Johnson on November 23, 1963,
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PĦǾȚǾĢŘǺPĦỲ & İMǺĢİŇĢ (/PĦǾȚǾ)

NEW MURAL FROM DPI ALUM HANK WILLIS THOMAS AT
BROOKLYN NAVY YARD
WEDNESDAY, O� 16, 2019

FOR FREEDOMS' ORIGINAL BILLBOARD DESIGN FROM 2016 BY HANK WILLIS THOMAS AND JON SANTOS

Fǿř Fřěěđǿmș (ħțțpș://fǿřfřěěđǿmș.ǿřģ) įș ǻ ňǿň-přǿfįț ǿřģǻňįżǻțįǿň čǿ-fǿųňđěđ bỳ ĐPİ ǻŀųm Ħǻňķ Ẅįŀŀįș Țħǿmǻș ǻňđ Ěřįč Ģǿțțěșmǻň. Ǻș pǻřț ǿf

țħěįř 50 Șțǻțě İňįțįǻțįvě, țħěỳ čǿmmįșșįǿňěđ bįŀŀbǿǻřđ đěșįģňș fřǿm vǻřįǿųș ǻřțįșțș––ǿňě fǿř ěǻčħ șțǻțě. Țħěįř ȚĦĚỲ ǺŘĚ ŲȘ/ ŲȘ İȘ ȚĦĚM bįŀŀbǿǻřđ

mųřǻŀ įș ǿň vįěẅ įň țħě Břǿǿķŀỳň Ňǻvỳ Ỳǻřđ țħřǿųģħ Ňǿvěmběř 30, 2019. Țħįș įș ǿňě ǿf Fǿř Fřěěđǿmș' ǿřįģįňǻŀ bįŀŀbǿǻřđ đěșįģňș fřǿm 2016 bỳ Ħǻňķ

Ẅįŀŀįș Țħǿmǻș ǻňđ Jǿň Șǻňțǿș. Ỳǿų čǻň fįňđ įț ǻț țħě įňțěřșěčțįǿň ǿf Fŀųșħįňģ Ǻvě ǻňđ Ẅǻvěřŀỳ Ǻvě įň Břǿǿķŀỳň, ŇỲ.
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New Orleans Museum of Art's Amazing Sculpture Garden
Expansion Opens to the Public
NEW ORLEANS, Louisiana / May 15, 2019

Hank Willis Thomas, History of the Conquest, 2017. Bronze.

Image by R. Alokhin of Teresita Fernández's commissioned pavilion feature wall.

Sean Scully, Colored Stacked Frames, 2017. Stainless

steel, paint.

(ARTFIXdaily.com) The New Orleans Museum of Art (NOMA) has opened its newly

expanded Sydney and Walda Bestho� Sculpture Garden after 18 months in

construction. The six-acre addition builds on the existing �ve-acre garden within

New Orleans City Park and includes innovative architectural elements and

showcases 27 new, recent, and commissioned large-scale sculptures. The sculpture

garden is free and open to the public, seven days a week. 

“Congratulations to the New Orleans Museum of Art on the expansion of the Sydney

and Walda Bestho� Sculpture Garden,” said Mayor LaToya Cantrell. “This project

makes the site more environmentally sustainable going forward, and it will help

ensure equitable access to beautiful outdoor art for generations to come.” 

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.artfixdaily.com%2Fartwire%2Frelease%2F9642-new-orleans-museum-of-arts-amazing-sculpture-garden-expansion-ope&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&text=New%20Orleans%20Museum%20of%20Art%26%2339%3Bs%20Amazing%20Sculpture%20Garden%20Expansion%20Opens%20to%20the%20Public%20-%20Artwire%20Press%20Release%20from%20ArtfixDaily.com&tw_p=tweetbutton&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.artfixdaily.com%2Fartwire%2Frelease%2F9642-new-orleans-museum-of-arts-amazing-sculpture-garden-expansion-ope&via=ARTFIXdaily
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https://artguild.artfixdaily.com/


“Sydney and Walda Bestho�, along with the NOMA Board of Trustees and museum sta�, view this breathtaking garden as a gift

to the city of New Orleans,” said Susan Taylor, NOMA’s Montine McDaniel Freeman Director. “This project further advances our

e�orts to unite, inspire, and engage the New Orleans community with the wonder of sharing landscape and art as one distinctive

experience.”

With environmental impact at the forefront of planning, the sculpture garden expansion emphasizes the distinctive character of

the Louisiana landscape while incorporating architectural elements such as the �rst canal link bridge of its kind in the United

States designed by landscape design partners Reed Hilderbrand, an outdoor amphitheater and stage, and a sculpture pavilion

created by Lee Ledbetter & Associates.

New commissions include a sculptural drawing by artist and architect Maya Lin, a 60-foot-long mosaic wall by artist Teresita

Fernández, and a glass bridge by Elyn Zimmerman; along with sculptures by Larry Bell, Tony Cragg, Johan Creten, Katharina

Fritsch, Frank Gehry, Jeppe Hein, Georg Herold, Thomas Houseago, Shirazeh Houshiary, Baltasar Lobo, Robert Longo,

Gerold Miller, Beverly Pepper, Pedro Reyes, George Rickey, Ursula von Rydingsvard, Sean Scully, Yinka Shonibare, Frank

Stella, Hank Willis Thomas, Bernar Venet, and Fred Wilson. A work by Ugo Rondinone will be installed in the garden in late

2019.

Artworks by Picasso, Csaky, Brianchon are part of Andrew
Jones' successful May 18-19 auction

REJEKT Gallery announces Hybrid Prophecy: a solo show of
controversial Polish artist Kle Mens

Mead Schaeffer Leads Swann Illustration Sale with Moby
Dick Design

Swann Graphic Design Offers a Tour Through History

"Primary Colors" Online Art Competition Announced by Art 
Gallery

Traveling Exhibition 'Calder-Picasso' Explores the
Connections Between Two 20th-Century Masters and Is
Curated by Both Artists' Grandsons
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Lines, Shapes & Objects Art Competition Saint-Gaudens National Historical Park Opens for Season as
Saint-Gaudens Memorial Celebrates Centennial Year



SUGAR MONK - AN INTIMATE COCKTAIL ESTABLISHMENT
WILL OPEN SOON IN THE HISTORIC HARLEM COMMUNITY
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Growing Up in a Black-History Archive 
 
For the mother-and-son artists Deborah Willis and Hank Willis Thomas, 
the Schomburg Center, in Harlem, is more than a research resource. 
 
By Julie Belcove 
	

	
Hank Willis Thomas and Deborah Willis 

Illustration by Tom Bachtell 
	
The mother-and-son artists Deborah Willis and Hank Willis Thomas stopped by the 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, in Harlem, the other day. Thomas 
carried his mother’s tote bag for her as they walked through an exhibit titled “Black 
Power!” 

An F.B.I. most-wanted poster caught Thomas’s eye. The hunted man, identified as 
Hubert Gerold Brown, had a prominent Afro and wore dark glasses. Thomas, who 
makes politically charged conceptual art, said, “Strange to see sunglasses in a mug shot.” 



Then he noticed the same figure wearing the same shades in a photo of civil-rights 
leaders. “I’ve never heard of him before,” Thomas said. 

Willis, who is seventy and first visited the Schomburg Center as a photography student, 
before returning as a curator, peered at the image. “That’s H. Rap Brown,” she said, 
using the man’s activist moniker. (Brown, who once declared, “Violence is as American 
as cherry pie,” has since changed his name to Jamil Abdullah Al-Amin.) 

“Oh! He was a political prisoner.” 

“He still is,” his mother corrected. 

Willis smiled as she passed a picture of Joan Baez marching with James Baldwin. “I was 
asked to direct a music video on Joan Baez’s new album,” she said. “I called Hank. He 
said, ‘Mom, you’re doing too many things. You don’t have time.’ ‘But it’s Joan Baez.’ Of 
course I had to do it.” 

They continued to stroll, and Willis nodded at several of the photographs, which she had 
acquired for the center in the nineteen-eighties and nineties. “Sweet memories,” she 
said. That was before she won a MacArthur Fellowship, in 2000, as a historian of 
African-American photography, and became the chair of N.Y.U.’s department of 
photography and imaging. “I had to work late, and Hank was in pre-K,” she recalled. “I 
would pick him up and dash him back here.” 

“When I was old enough to find my own way, I would come myself,” Thomas, who is 
now forty-two, said. He would ride the bus from P.S. 87, on West Seventy-eighth Street, 
to 135th Street. 

“It was a different time,” Willis said. 

“It was a much more dangerous time,” her son said. 

“He knew which bus to take: the No. 7 bus; he was seven. I followed him a couple of 
times to make sure he could do it.” 

Thomas’s gaze wandered toward the phone in his hand. His thumb made a repetitive 
motion. His mother tapped his arm. He didn’t respond. Giving up, she listed a few of the 
groundbreaking figures who had passed through the Schomburg during her tenure: 
Gordon Parks, Maya Angelou, Arthur Ashe. 

Thomas looked up. “I was playing with my G.I. Joes then. Didn’t think much about it.” 
Nor did he give much thought to becoming an artist. 

“He’d say, ‘Mom, all your friends are broke,’ ” Willis recalled. She said she replied, 
“Yeah, but they’re having fun.” 



Thomas spent hours in the center’s research stacks. “Growing up in the archive, I just 
became hyperaware of the missing images in our society—the images that aren’t shown, 
the stories that aren’t told,” he said. 

Near the F.B.I. poster was a shot of the 1971 prison uprising at Attica, the inmates 
raising their fists in the air. Thomas used the picture in his latest body of work, which is 
currently on view at the Jack Shainman Gallery. The series features photographic 
images of twentieth-century protests—in favor of women’s suffrage and the Equal Rights 
Amendment, against segregation and apartheid. “It’s really a reminder that the road to 
progress is always under construction,” he said. 

He printed the archival pictures on retroreflective sheeting, a material that obscures the 
images except when they are struck with direct light, such as a camera flash. “Like on 
the highway—when signs are dark unless your headlight hits them,” he said. “It makes 
things visible from your unique perspective only if you are shining a light on them. 
That’s kind of a metaphor for history.” 

Thomas checked his phone again—the latest Trump headlines this time, and his 
calendar—and reported that Willis’s next photography exhibit was scheduled to open 
two days before his show, at the Shine Portrait Studio, in Newark. 

“You’re sure on that phone,” his mother chided. 

“Multitasking. I’m here.” 

Willis’s new series explores people’s closets. “I was curious about what made people 
happy about their clothes,” she explained. “My husband said, ‘Ask people what they 
don’t like in their closets.’ Not one person disliked anything in their closet. That says a 
lot. They can’t wear it anymore—it’s too tight, too short. But they have good memories in 
those clothes.” 

“You’re looking at the closet as an archive,” Thomas said. “It’s the images we keep, the 
stories we keep. It doesn’t have to be in a library or a museum to be a historical record.” 
Willis beamed. 

“See, people don’t think I’m paying attention,” Thomas said. “I’m always paying 
attention.” ♦ 

This article appears in the print edition of the April 30, 2018, issue, with the headline 
“Paying Attention.” 
 
	















Decontextualized: A Review of Works by Hank
Willis Thomas

By Heather Outwater and Morgan Barnett

“Ads really aren’t about the products. It’s about what myths and generalizations we can attach.” This is
a quote by Hank Willis Thomas, the artist behind Ubranded: A Century of White Women 1915 – 2015, the
extensive gallery show that currently occupies both the galleries here on campus and those downtown at
Marketview Arts. This idea is hard to take in, because ads are used to market products, right? That’s the
reason we make them. However, Thomas challenges this with the work that he does. Ubranded: A
Century of White Women 1915 – 2015 is a collection of advertisement images from the last 100 years that
solely follows trends in the media focusing on white women. More importantly, these ads are void of
any text or logos to inform the viewer of which product the photograph was initially taken for. By doing
this, the viewer is left with the photograph only and isn’t influenced by anything except for their own
experiences.

As is true for a multitude of artistic work, the meaning often changes within the eyes of each viewer.
This is also true for Thomas’s work in this show. One person’s impression of an image can be completely
different from another’s, and everyone has their own experiences, whether they’re influenced by their
childhood, where they grew up, or what generation they are a part of. The beauty of these images, being
stripped from a commercial theme, is that “You take the context away and you’re left with something
that you have to deal with,” says York College Gallery Director, Matthew Clay-Robison. Furthermore,
some of these advertisements are very well known and by one look, one might know what the product
is. This influences that person’s opinion of the image. However, they still might see it in a different light
without the product information telling them what to think. Through personal perspectives, each viewer
has their own experience with the art and takes in different aspects of it. It’s difficult to explain this
phenomena to a person who hasn’t seen the stripped images for themselves.

There is a wide variety of themes, scenes, and messages in this collection of Thomas’s work. While
viewing these “unbranded” images, one can see both the idea of women oppression and women
empowerment. She’s all tied up… in a poor system is an image from 1951 showing a woman in a

https://spartan.ycp.edu/
https://spartan.ycp.edu/category/art/
https://spartan.ycp.edu/category/campus-life-photos/


straightjacket. She looks appallingly at her typewriter but without any reference, one does not know if
this is a comment on women in the workplace or she is merely frustrated at what’s in front of her.
Another image is Aggressive Loyalty (1963). To those who know what this image is for, it can be seen as
powerful; she would rather get in a fight than give up her cigarette. However, without prior knowledge,
one could assume abuse was involved. This guy’s the limit is a more recent example from 2000. There is a
depiction of a dominant male figure straddling a woman who seemingly has no power and an idealized
body. An image that shows a woman in a difficult and powerful position is Failure is not an option, from
1997. One can tell that she is among soldiers and she looks determined and serious about her role.
Thomas explores these themes and more in this extensive collection.

Behind all of this, Hank Willis Thomas is a black man commenting on a history of white women. One
might ask, why does he have the authority to curate history in this way? One of the reasons is that one of
the biggest marketing campaigns is race and for years and years, companies marketed whiteness to get
the public to buy from them. Also, the values associated with an advertisement are deeper than the
surface and he wanted to explore that in this body of work by taking the context away and leaving only
the values. Lastly, this conversation about women and the fight for equality needs to continue, and it’s a
topic that everyone should be trying to spread.

Thomas allows us to learn about our culture by stripping common advertisements into the bare bones of
a single image. “Art is here to challenge us to ask questions. That is something that is really lacking in
our media and cultural landscape. We are afraid to ask questions.” – Hank Willis Thomas
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Is Political Art the Only Art That Matters Now?
The art world is going to war with Trump. If it doesn’t shoot itself in the foot first.

By Carl Swanson

The protests started almost immediately after the presidential election. An artist named Annette Lemieux emailed
the Whitney Museum and asked that her installation Left Right Left Right — a series of life-size photographs of
raised fists turned into protest signs — be turned upside down. The artist Jonathan Horowitz and some friends
started an Instagram feed called @dear_ivanka, attempting to directly appeal to the soon-to-be First Daughter and
shame her into pushing her father away from the Bannonite brink. The artist Richard Prince refunded her money
for a piece that she bought, then put out a statement that was intended to de-authenticate it.

Sam Durant’s light-box sculpture, which read END WHITE SUPREMACY, was hoisted onto the façade of Paula
Cooper Gallery in Chelsea (where it first appeared in the remarkably different context of Obama’s election in 2008),
and another edition of it was set up by the gallery Blum & Poe to greet visitors at the Miami Beach Convention
Center for Art Basel the first weekend of December, where the usual luxury-brand-fueled jet-set bacchanal seemed
a bit muted and anxious and Nadya Tolokonnikova, founder of Pussy Riot, delivered a lecture by the pool at the
Nautilus hotel on the dangers of authoritarianism.

As the inauguration approached, the art world’s desire to make a statement increased. Many museums across the
country went free on January 20, which was seen as a more productive response than shutting down, as a
movement called J20 Art Strike called for, and the Whitney did a day of programs in partnership with the group
Occupy Museums. The Guggenheim planted a Yoko Ono Wish Tree on the sidewalk out front, letting passersby
record their hopes — perhaps that peace and tolerance might prevail. A collective of artists started a platform
called 2 Hours a Week, which connects people with political actions they can take while still holding down their
jobs. Gallerist Carol Greene teamed up with artist Rachel Harrison to rent buses to bring a group to the Women’s
March, armed with social-media-friendly signage.

And it hasn’t let up. Each Trump proclamation has seemed to inspire a new round of agitation and action. When
the president announced the first iteration of his ban on immigration from seven Muslim-majority countries, Davis
Museum at Wellesley College covered or removed about 120 works that had been either made or donated by an
immigrant. The Museum of Modern Art hung work from its collection by artists who come from three of the
excluded nations.

Establishment Chelsea gallerist Andrea Rosen decided to shut down her gallery, in part to focus on political
activities. The anti-Establishment (or, anyway, far less established) Christopher Stout Gallery in Bushwick, which
specialized in “feminist, queer, anti-Establishment, hyperaggressive, mystic and/or joyously sexual” art, rebranded
itself the ADO (Art During the Occupation) Project. Awol Erizku, the photographer best known for having taken
Beyoncé’s maternity portrait, just announced his “anti-Trump” art show “Make America Great Again,” at which he
will sell baseball caps featuring that slogan superimposed on the image of a black panther (“to have something
affordable in the show”). And the Public Art Fund in New York commissioned Ai Weiwei for a citywide proposition
titled, with pointed irony, “Good Fences Make Good Neighbors.”

For the first 100 days of the administration, MoMA PS1 has given over a gallery to “For Freedoms,” a collaboration
by the artists Hank Willis Thomas and Eric Gottesman for which they set up a super-PAC. The name was inspired
by Norman Rockwell’s paintings of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Four Freedoms” speech in 1941 and sought to co-opt
the image of a simpler age, as Trump had. Last year, the super-PAC put up a billboard in Pearl, Mississippi, with
the words MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN superimposed on the famous 1965 photo of civil-rights protesters on
the bridge in Selma, Alabama, moments before state troopers unleashed tear gas and beat them with billy clubs.

The billboard is on display at PS1, its meaning having shifted after the election. Intensified. This happened often
with artworks made in the run-up to the election; they just looked different afterward. Maurizio Cattelan’s solid-gold
toilet, titled America, which was installed at the Guggenheim last September, suddenly felt spot-on. As did the
punk-rock political caricatures in the Raymond Pettibon show at the New Museum. What might have been a quiet
show of Alice Neel portraits of her multiethnic friends at David Zwirner became a rallying point of sorts for empathy.
(See Cyrus, the Gentle Iranian.) The Dumbo nonprofit space Art in General’s eerie night-vision installation by the
collective Postcommodity, whose members live and work near the U.S. border with Mexico, built around
conversations the artists had with Border Patrol agents about how they use decoys to catch people trying to cross
the border, now seems extra ominous.
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Most prominent of all is the Whitney Biennial (in which both Postcommodity and Occupy Museums have pieces),
which was skillfully planned to map the various cultural currents of the recent past as embodied in art. But in these
highly charged times, it went from being almost universally well received for its political engagement to being the
center of protests when an abstracted painting by the white artist Dana Schutz of the body of Emmett Till was
condemned as an example of insensitive cultural appropriation. That reaction would have happened anyway, more
than likely, but it ignited into something more rancorous (enough so to end up being discussed on The View)
because, right now, the art world is on a perpetual boil. Whether this ideological high alert will produce good art is
one question; whether the art will do any good is another.

“The left,”  says the artist Marilyn Minter when we start talking about the Till controversy, “always eats its own.” We
are at her studio in the West 30s. She’s invited over some members of the protest cell she’s a part of, Halt Action
Group (which is behind @dear_ivanka), made up of members of the art world and those in its near orbit. While
we’re waiting, one of her assistants finesses the design on her computer for a banner with the word RESIST
emblazoned across it, for the upcoming Creative Time “Pledges of Allegiance” project, which asked artists to make
banners expressing what they feel America stands for, or should. Another assistant sits at a table next to us
painting one of Minter’s almost shockingly sincere commemorative plaques with Trump’s face embossed above the
full text of his “grab them by the pussy” swordsman’s soliloquy in elegant gold type, like a historical marker for a
Civil War battle on the side of a road.

Famous for her glittery, glamorously grotesque paintings and photographs of lips and eyes and shoes, Minter, at
68, has become one of the more beloved figures in the art world — a little bit Courtney Love and a little bit Auntie
Mame. Her politics are passionate, generous, and of course very much of her generation. (For a while, in the
1990s, she was on the outs among certain feminist critics for being a bit too pornographic in her work, which at the
time meant she was considered sexist.)

Was all this maybe a bit too blunt, even juvenile? Possibly. But Ivanka, like her father, seems to want to be liked. “I
know Dear Ivanka is working,” says Minter. “She’s not following me on Instagram anymore and she used to.”

The project got press (and 25,000 followers), and Minter and her friends began gathering other art-world pooh-
bahs who wanted to be involved. They’re thinking of what they’ll do next. Horowitz has since left and started
another anti-Trump Instagram feed, @dailytrumpet. The rest of Halt wants to sell the plaques in the Brooklyn
Museum’s gift shop to raise money for more activities. There are plans to go national, with Halt L.A. and Halt
Austin. “I don’t think I’m trying to reach the Trump supporters,” Minter tells me. “I think we’re trying to reach the 90
million people who didn’t vote. If we become the tea party from the left, we’re going to kill them.”

Gina Nanni, the prominent arts publicist, and artist Xaviera Simmons arrive at the studio. Both are Halt members.

“I was born in Louisiana and grew up in Florida,” she explains. “I was radicalized because of civil rights.” She’s old
enough to recall when her doctor wouldn’t give her birth-control pills because she wasn’t married — so she went to
Planned Parenthood. Then, a couple of years back, she heard about the draconian new Texas and Ohio laws
restricting access to abortion. The right to an abortion — she’d once had one herself — is something she
remembered people not having. The idea that people might not, again, seemed inconceivable to her. And so she
started fund-raising for the organization, getting other big artists (including “the boys” like Richard Prince) to donate
pieces for auction. Among many things she finds unacceptable is Trump’s crusade against Planned Parenthood.

Her latest retrospective, “Pretty/Dirty,” opened the week before Election Day at the Brooklyn Museum. The show
was to kick off that institution’s cavalcade of progressive programing called “A Year of Yes: Reimagining Feminism,”
with the stated goal of “expanding feminism from the struggle for gender parity to embrace broader social-justice
issues of tolerance, inclusion, and diversity.” It was timed to coincide with the tenth anniversary of the museum’s
Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art, but it was supposed to be well timed in other ways, too: We were
about to elect the first woman president!

After Trump won, the meaning of the “Year of Yes” became the “Fear of No.” Minter was contacted by a few friends
whom she’d worked with on Planned Parenthood fund-raising, and soon an ad hoc group had formed. They
decided to target Ivanka Trump, who had over the years studiously exfoliated her father’s vulgarity to establish
herself as a hardworking, clean-living Manhattan heiress, earnest and anodyne enough to be friendly with Chelsea
Clinton and concerned enough with her social position as a person of taste and enlightenment to collect art. They
did a protest next to the Puck Building, which Ivanka’s husband, Jared Kushner, had redeveloped as luxury
housing, and launched @dear_ivanka. A Halt volunteer who is a psychotherapist helped fine-tune the group’s
posts to push Ivanka’s buttons. The first one, with a picture of her in a red dress, read: “Dear Ivanka, I’m afraid of
the swastikas spray painted on my park.”
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“I remember making politically engaged art two, three years ago, and you were a little on the outs” among
collectors, curators, and the chattering critic class, says Simmons. “And now you can’t get money in the door fast
enough from the creative class.”

“Don’t you think that this election has changed everything for all of us?” Nanni asks. “I don’t look at fashion shows
anymore. Who cares?”

“Art about art just isn’t working anymore for me,” says Minter.

“It’s not okay to just write a check. It’s all-out war,” says Nanni, who had been part of a different politically motivated
arts collective, Downtown 4 Democracy, which in 2003 raised money to defeat George W. Bush. Many of the
members were Howard Dean supporters (Nanni liked Bernie Sanders this time around). “Our goal was to get our
cultural heroes involved, to get people off their butts. Lou Reed, Susan Sontag …” In other words, make politics
cool again for the rigorously over it. “We did a lot of artists projects,” she says. “We got Marc Jacobs to do political
T-shirts. I remember a New York Times reporter called me — someone not very friendly — predicting Marc
Jacobs’s demise for doing this. But the opposite happened. People were lined up down the block. People just
didn’t know what to do then: Nobody knew how to participate. You were just arguing over the dinner table.”

“What do you guys think of the people who say that this was the best thing that’s happened to left?” asks
Simmons. “It woke us up.”

“Madonna said that,” Minter points out, at an event she did at the Brooklyn Museum, the day before the
inauguration (Minter had invited her). “Well, the resistance is working. That must give you some hope.”

It’s not that  the art world had been asleep, exactly. Groups like Occupy Museums tried to call people’s attention to
a supposedly liberal system’s hypocritical inequities: its class and race problems, its being in the general service of
its plutocratic and corporate patrons, however well meaning those patrons may be. But the Obama years were
very good ones for contemporary art, and not always, if you thought about it too hard, for the best reasons. Maybe
even for some of the reasons that Trump and the other populists and neo-nationalists point to as justifying their
rise. As the global rich got more globally rich, they bellied up to contemporary art’s movable feast. Prices went up,
as did attendance at an expanding and well-publicized global itinerary of art fairs, biennials, and museums, many
of them privately owned, often in alliance with luxury brands. Kanye West and Lady Gaga and, yes, Madonna
wanted to be involved. The aesthetic or intellectual novelty and subversiveness of the art itself often became
muted by its plush setting, its intentions hard to discern while downing Ruinart Champagne from the cart that plied
the aisles of Art Basel in Miami Beach.

None of this is new: Most artists, like most of us, want and enjoy success and like to live well. But did the boom
ruin art’s ability to have moral authority? Can you resist while also being on the VIP list? As one dealer of
multimillion-dollar art put it to me, “The art world just doesn’t feel as relevant. They don’t go to the places that voted
for him. Lena Dunham doesn’t know these people. Posting on Instagram isn’t resistance; it just means that you
pose as resistance.”

That’s the danger — that the art feels like posturing more than protest. “We know how trendy the art world is,”
Hank Willis Thomas says. “And this is just on trend. After 15 years of doing art in one way, it’s great to be on trend.
What happens when the trend is over is the question.”

There is a larger conceptual problem for artists protesting Trump, which is how to actually go about effectively
doing it. What can the artists themselves do to go up against the policies of a president who is, in many ways, a
kind of performance artist himself? How do the discontented, visionary weirdos muck with our reality when creating
alternative realities is now the purview of our say-anything postmodern mad king? What do clever artists do when
the world itself has become so darkly clever?

It doesn’t help that the fringe and the center seem to have switched places, that the person in the White House and
his most noxious supporters have cast themselves as the true outsiders. Last October, Lucian Wintrich, a preppy
provocateur who now has press credentials at the White House, put on what was billed as a pro-Trump art show in
Chelsea called “#DaddyWillSaveUs: Make Art Great Again!,” featuring work by Milo Yiannopoulos and Martin
Shkreli. It was boorish and desperate, but he had a point when he later told The New Yorker, in all seriousness,
“Good art should be transgressive. These days, it seems, the best way to be transgressive is simply to be a white,
male, proudly pro-American conservative.”



The Whitney Biennial  at first seemed like a precisely calibrated response to those white male conservatives (not
that most of them would ever see it). The show had been conceived under the subtle assumption that Clinton
would likely win, and yet its themes — racism, inequity, censorship — were even better suited to our current
political moment. But then, on March 17, the first day the show opened to the public, an African-American artist
named Parker Bright stood in front of Schutz’s painting with a handmade T-shirt reading BLACK DEATH
SPECTACLE on the back. It was a statement perfectly suited to Instagram, and it was widely distributed. Soon
after, another artist, Hannah Black, wrote an “open letter” on Facebook calling for Schutz’s painting to be taken
down and destroyed, explaining: “It is not acceptable for a white person to transmute Black suffering into profit and
fun.”

The internet — most of which had not had a chance to take in the biennial and, for that matter, never will —
reacted as the internet does: marshaling preexisting worldviews and arguments with imperious take-a-side disdain.
The New Republic published a much-circulated anti-Schutz perspective; Hyperallergic was more skeptical
(“Hannah Black and company are placing themselves on the wrong side of history”); Whoopi Goldberg chimed in
(against censorship) on The View. Kara Walker, on Instagram, took the long view (“The history of painting is full of
graphic violence and narratives that don’t necessarily belong to the artist’s own life”). And the artist Chris Ofili
checked in with The New Yorker (“Seeing a painting and talking about a painting are two different things. One
should not confuse sharp eyes with a sharp tongue”), which ran along Calvin Tomkins profile of Schutz, who
sounded a bit tentative and abashed about the whole episode: “I knew the risks going into this. What I didn’t realize
was how bad it would look when seen out of context.”

The museum stood by the painting, although it acknowledged the controversy on the wall text. Mostly its curators
pleaded with people to see it in the full sweep of depictions and concepts in the show, which is hardly one-note. On
April 9, the Whitney’s director, Adam Weinberg, hosted a program to address the criticism and provide perspective.
“Against the background of the current political climate,” Weinberg said in opening, “the exhibition touched a
nerve.”

To say the least. The politics of the art world don’t always make sense to people not scrapping for intellectual cred
as it is defined by the art world, and the situation is made more complicated by the ease of ricocheting commentary
and the quick-to-arise mob moralisms of social media. But the worst outcome of the Schutz controversy would be if
artists became afraid of that. As Thomas tells me, “I learned that you have to be willing to get your hands dirty if
you really want to make an impact. You have to run the risk of being misinterpreted.”

In the circulating  images of protest that have thronged social media since January, I’ve been particularly struck by
the placards declaring GOD HATES IVANKA and FAGS HATE TRUMP, which took their graphical inspiration from
those of the loathsome Westboro Baptist Church (known for protesting the funerals of soldiers and owning the URL
“godhatesfags.com”). It turns out they were made by the artist Paul Chan and his small art-book publishing
company, Badlands Unlimited.

I visit him and his crew at their offices in a walk-up on Rutgers Street, where Micaela Durand shows me a photo
shoot they did of young people brandishing the signs. She explains the idea: “This is A Clockwork Orange, but with
minorities taking the lead,” she says. “The whole purpose of the shoot is to inspire a type of new courage on the
street. They’re kind of a look book to try to start a national campaign. To move the signs to the red states.”

It’s a refrain I heard a lot. Everyone in the art-“resistance” set is interested in doing something that could have an
effect on the rest of the country, even those who joined up with the art circus precisely because they were running
away from the dreary red state they were from. Chan was born in Hong Kong but grew up in Nebraska. He’s not
new to politics, but usually his points are more oblique. In 2007, he worked with Creative Time to put on Waiting for
Godot in the streets of New Orleans: “Two years after Katrina, everyone there was waiting for something,” he says.
His exhibition at Greene Naftali, which closed April 15, included some of his “breezies” — ghostly comic-ominous
sculptures animated by fans; some of them looked a bit like Klansmen.

After the election, his mind turned to Westboro’s signage, which can seem so bizarrely and pointlessly vituperative
as to read as parody in the same way Trump and his fans on Breitbart News can. It gave him an idea: Troll the
trolls. “We thought: We were angry. It should be hate against hate. The Westboro are hateful motherfuckers. They
are really savvy and hateful. And their visual design is so iconic.” He made the first signs for the Women’s March.
Reactions were not uniformly positive. “They were a big hit,” Chan says. “People loved them and hated them in
equal measure, basically. The liberals were the ones who really hated us.”

“They were like: ‘God doesn’t hate anyone,’ ” says Durand in a slight singsong.

“We had Evangelicals trolling us and leftists trolling us,” Chan says. “Which I think is a good sign. We’re doing
something right.” He paused and reframed. “We’re not looking to make peace. We’re looking to make everyone
else feel just as unsafe as we feel.”

Badlands has in its office a map of the country with pushpins in it: The idea is that the group will sell the posters in
places like New York and Los Angeles, at artist-run bookstores, then use the profits to fund donations of the
posters in the hinterlands. It keeps making more of them; the favorite at the moment is TRUMP LOVES RAPE. The
artists are premiering the signs at different rallies.

“We hear a lot about how we shouldn’t only preach to the converted,” Chan says. But he also sees that the
complacency of New York is only beginning to be shed. “Just because you are against homophobes doesn’t mean
you will step up when someone is being bothered on the subway. What the converted need is more courage, and
the people who voted for Trump need a little more fear.”

They send me on my way with a TRUMP LOVES RAPE poster, colored pink, yellow, and orange.

*This article appears in the April 17, 2017, issue of New York Magazine.
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Artist Sews Together Sports and 
Geopolitics 
By GEORGE VECSEY OCT. 4, 2017 

As an American conceptual artist, Hank Willis Thomas has often referred to 
worldwide themes like power and money and colonialism. 

 
Now Mr. Thomas is using the spectacle of international sport for his first solo 

exhibition in Britain — “The Beautiful Game,” which will be on display at Ben Brown 
Fine Arts in Mayfair, London, starting on Thursday. 

 

Mr. Thomas, who was trained as a photographer, has diversified into artistic 
forms like African tribal quilts, totems and sculptures. In this show, which runs 
through Nov. 24, he depicts the colors and energy of sport, often suggesting the 
deeper forces at play in games like soccer, rugby and cricket. 

With African players flocking to western European soccer leagues in the last 
generation, Mr. Thomas used his art to link that with the colonization of Africa by 
European powers. 

 

Mr. Thomas worked with his associates in his airy studio in the Brooklyn Navy 
Yard, cutting out soccer symbols and names for a series of quilts, based on “the 
function and aesthetic of Asafo flags, which have been made from the colonial period 
to today by the Fante people of Ghana, developed in relation to African contact with 
Europe starting in the 18th century,” according to the notes from the Ben Brown 
gallery. 
 

The quilts incorporate techniques used by Picasso and Matisse, who were 
influenced by African art and symbols. Mr. Thomas points out that the Asafo flags 
borrowed symbols from the western invaders and colonists — yes, even the Union 
Jack — in their own military flags, to intimidate rival tribes. 



 

Mr. Thomas’s interest in the overlap between sport and national interests also 
shows in his sculptures of a powerful-looking arm or an implement like an oval 
rugby ball or a flat-faced cricket bat. 

 
His eclectic references are also seen in his sculpture “Endless Column, 22 

Totems” — with 22 painted resin soccer balls, stacked on top of each other and 
pointing toward the sky — which will be on display in the annual summer exhibit in 
Frieze Sculpture Park in Regent’s Park in London through Sunday. 

 
Mr. Thomas and Ben Brown said that the work was inspired by Constantin 

Brancusi’s “Endless Column,” which celebrates the survival of Romania, the artist’s 
homeland, after World War I. 

Social issues are never far from the surface. Mr. Thomas, 41, has sometimes 
used photographs of American athletes who spoke out. 

 
“I can’t ignore that there were very many other people active in civil rights, but 

Jackie Robinson not only integrated baseball but was also part of a World Series 
team here in Brooklyn,” he said. “It changed the world, right?” 

 
He expressed admiration for Colin Kaepernick, the quarterback who refused to 

stand for the national anthem and is out of work, and noted that athletes are part of 
the national conversation. “They’re not supposed to be political,” Mr. Thomas said. 
“They’re supposed to do their job. They don’t get paid for speaking. If Ali, if Jim 
Brown, if Paul Robeson hadn’t spoken, what would the world look like?” 

Mr. Thomas’s work often suggests the dangers hiding behind the rewards and 
fame of sport. One of his photographs depicts a noose looming just above an athlete 
about to dunk a basketball. 

“Strange Fruit,” he said, invoking one of Billie Holiday’s trademark songs, 
about the frequent image of lynching victims. 

 
His blend of art and political awareness reflects the influences of his life. He 

said his father, Hank Thomas, has been “a physicist, Black Panther, jazz musician 
and film producer.” His mother, Deborah Willis, has a doctorate from George 
Mason University and is a professor and chairwoman of the department of 
Photography & Imaging at the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University, 
where Mr. Thomas did his undergraduate work. 



He was a student at the Duke Ellington School of the Arts in Washington, where 
he became interested in what his mother does, but he said he wanted to be “more 
than a photographer.” 

 
Much of his work about violence and black lives alludes to his mourning of his 

cousin, Songha Willis, a former basketball star at Catholic University, who was 
murdered in a robbery attempt outside a nightclub in Philadelphia in 2002. 

 
In an interview in early 2009 in NY Art Beat, Mr. Thomas said that his earlier 

work, “Winter in America” and “Bearing Witness: Murder’s Wake,” came after his 
cousin was murdered “and after years of trying to find out creative ways to talk about 
issues that were related to that for myself.” 

Mr. Thomas recently married Rujeko Hockley, an assistant curator at the 
Whitney Museum, whose mother is Fadzai Gwaradzimba of Zimbabwe, the assistant 
secretary general for safety and security at the United Nations, and whose father is 
Trevor Hockley, an Englishman who roots for West Ham of London. (The Hammers’ 
distinctive colors, claret and blue, are among the team references in one of Mr. 
Thomas’s quilts.) 

 
Mr. Brown, in a telephone interview in mid-August, praised Mr. Thomas for 

adhering to an artistic tradition while examining the powerful presence of sport in 
today’s society. 

 
He had seen Mr. Thomas’ work at New York’s Jack Shainman Gallery, which has 

been handling Mr. Thomas for over a decade. When they met, Mr. Brown suggested a 
London show with a sports motif.  

 
“I don’t think there is much overlap between art and sport,” Mr. Brown said, 

referring to the artists Damien Hirst (with his love of snooker, a form of pool) and 
Jeff Koons (who often uses basketballs and other sports objects) and Andy Warhol 
(whose informal Polaroid photos of sports stars were recently included in Gail 
Buckland’s well-received show, “Who Shot Sports,” at the Brooklyn Museum). 

 
“You don’t see much of it,” Mr. Brown said, musing that sports stars should be 

patrons of the arts. “I don’t know what the footballers do with their cash,” he said, 
referring to wealthy people from “finance, hedge funds, the dot-com world. But sport  



              is very rare.” 
 

However, Mr. Thomas is hardly tailoring his work to depict the glory of sport. 
More likely, he is suggesting the athlete, however wealthy, is just another rower in 
the galley. 

 
“Sport can also be seen as a proxy for war,” Mr. Thomas said. “And it’s not a 

coincidence that the World Cup came around at the same time as colonialism. A lot 
of football clubs in England were part of the Industrial Revolution because workers 
needed some kind of leisure time.” 

One of Mr. Thomas’s firm ideas is put in his low-key, thoughtful way: “Art gives 
clues about our values in society. Art is timeless. Your art will outlive you.” 

 
He added, “I believe all art is political. I certainly believe all sports are political. 

Not only because of the amount of money spent. You have to pay attention to it.” 
 

A version of this article appears in print on October 5, 2017, in The International New York Times. 
 
 

 
© 2017 The New York Times Company 
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You co-founded For Freedoms, the first-ever artist-run super PAC, earlier this ear with the artist

and academic ric Gottesman. What was our impetus for starting it?

ric and I have een friends for a long time, and we’ve alwas onded around our interest in politics.

ver four ears we’re having extended conversations aout strateg and what we think should e

going on. When we started thinking aout 2016, we thought it would e a great opportunit to spark a

conversation within the art world aout the issues at hand, and draw attention to Citizens United [a

2010 upreme Court decision that made it possile for corporations and unions to spend freel on

ehalf of candidates without donating to them directl] and some of the prolems with alternative

fundraising within elections.

Where do ou stand on this ear’s election?

Where do I stand? Am I standing? Am I kneeling

and praing? It’s proal the most exciting

election that an of us have een witness to

ecause it’s realit TV meeting realit. That’s a

hell of a show. I still think at least Donald Trump

was the est choice we had on the Repulican

side. I’m not sure aout Hillar Clinton on the

Democrat side. I’m not sure, of the candidates,

we had that man etter options. Which I think

is a igger prolem than eing for or against

one person. 

The thing that’s fascinating aout Donald Trump

is that we just don’t know what he thinks. Hillar

Clinton has had the luxur and the misfortune of

having so much experience. For Freedoms is

aout the complexities. I think finall we’re

starting to get to a place where we can deal

with the realit that there is no simple solution

or perfect answer. 

Your art deals a lot with identit and popular

culture. ut this ear our projects have reall

focused on politics. Is this in part ecause

ou’ve seen a merging of popular culture and

politics? 

For Freedoms is m art project; it’s not m art. It’s a collaorative project with aout 200 other people.

The reasons wh I wanted to start a super PAC—ecause I have m own ideas I wanted to put out

there—didn’t happen. Instead, we wound up facilitating a space for other artists to use their voices,

and for people who don’t see themselves as creative to get creative. I’ve een saved  not having to

make specific works of art around the political discourse of this time. What often happens when ou

Thomas with a poster advertising "For Freedoms," an

exhiition at Jack hainman Galler that showcased

commissions made for the super PAC.  

http://www.hankwillisthomas.com/
http://www.forfreedoms.org/
http://www.ericgottesman.net/
http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/past/2016/forfreedoms
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I wonder what Hillar or Donald would sa.

http://www.surfacemag.com/articles/studio-visit-artist-hank-willis-thomas-for-freedoms-super-pac-presidential-
election-2016

[as an artist] enter political discourse is that [our art] ecomes dated. Part of the reason we wanted to

have fine art enter the conversation is that a great work of art is never reall dated. We’re tring to

figure out how to manifest that. 

Would ou ever run for pulic office?

I would. That was actuall one of ric and m first ideas, that mae I should run for office. He’s

actuall the more wholesome one, so mae he should run for office and I’ll e the gu ehind the

scenes whispering in his ear. I don’t think politicians are an more gifted than the rest of us. The’re

just determined to actuall have their voices heard. 

That idea sounds like it relates to our other

ongoing project, “The Truth ooth.” Much like

a politician, it’s a traveling kiosk that’s inflated

for pulic appearances. Once inside,

participants, on camera, are asked to sa what

the think “the truth is.” What did ou imagine

that would accomplish?

I come from a photograph ackground, and

one thing ever photographer is hper-aware of

is their perspective, ecause of the camera

lens, ut also their position to the suject. A

different angle could give ou a totall different

insight on the truth of that moment. I think that

runs through all of m work: It’s all aout

framing and context, that whoever’s framing

gets to tell the stor. The truth is a contentious

space. We thought that  creating a modern-

da confession ooth, where people can go to

tell the truth from their perspective, we’d e

instigating and claiming a space for speaking

our mind, ut also listening to others. ince

June, the ooth has een to almost 35 states

and thousands of people have participated.

Which encounters have resonated with ou

the most? 

One video I saw, recorded in Detroit, was of a little o who was making a case for his faith, Islam. It

was frightening to see someone, at such a oung age, feel the need to justif their elief. He was

saing, “It’s a religion of love. All we want is love, like everone else. We worship the same god that

ou worship.” What world do we live in that a little o—who couldn’t e older than 8—feels the need

to tell the world that he is not a threat? That was prett powerful. 

Thomas sitting elow his sculpture "Counteralance"

(2015). 

http://insearchofthetruth.net/
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I don’t think the’re capale of telling the truth. I don’t think it’s the responsiilit of a politician to tell

us the truth, ecause we can’t handle the truth. That’s the realit.

I have two requirements for m president: One, I want to think the’re smarter than me, and two, I

want to e prett sure the’re not craz. That’s it. I think ou can e a good person efore ou’re

President of the United tates, and I think ou can e a good person after ou’re President of the

United tates, ut while ou’re president it’s not our jo to e a good person. It’s a falsehood for us

to think that ou can have that much power and e “good” in the traditional or moral sense.

A lot of our artwork deals with race and what it means to e African American. What do ou think

has een President Oama’s impact on culture and politics?

I think our current president is a fascinating suject, ecause he’s the first clearl multi-ethnic

president we’ve had. He was orn in Hawaii, which is two percent lack and whites are not in the

majorit. The inaries we see in the mainland United tates of lack, white, and other is different than

what he grew up with. Then he went from Occidental to Columia to Harvard to the south side of

Chicago, which is a route that ver few people take. For a long time, he talked aout himself as “multi-

ethnic,” and even referred to himself as a mutt. People sa he’s the first lack president, ut he was

not raised  lack people and his lack parent is not the descendant of a slave. His notion of race is

different. What’s great aout our president is his openness to nuance; he’s seen how nuance shapes

everthing. In m work, that’s what I’ve een interested in. Nothing is lack and white; everthing’s

gre. Nood’s lack or white—m skin is rown. He’s rought conversations that have needed to e

had to the forefront—aout same-sex marriage, aout interracial relationships, aout police

misconduct, aout criminal justice. Until Oama, ou could speak in dog whistles and sa these reall

offensive things in code. No one can get awa with that anmore.
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An "I Am Amen" postcard inspired  a sign used  lack sanitation workers during a 1968 strike. Thomas

created a series of paintings, titled "I Am A Man," ased on these posters in 2009.

Where do ou want the projects that ou’ve started this election ccle—For Freedoms and “The

Truth ooth”—to go?

When does an artwork ever end? This ear, I’ve devoted m time mostl to collaorative projects:

“The Truth ooth”; For Freedoms; “Question ridge,” which just opened at the mithsonian National

Museum of African American Histor and Culture in Washington, D.C.; and “The Writing on the Wall,” a

project that highlights writing  people in prisons. All give me the opportunit to listen more than

speak. o what’s the 2.0? The sa the actual true measure of a good leader or a good project is if it

can live on after the founder has moved on. I hope people will see these models and improve and

uild on them. 

Have ou decided whom ou’re going to vote for this ear?

Yes. ut I don’t think I have to sa, ased off of m criteria that I want m president smarter than me

and not craz. ver election, that’s who I vote for. Not the person I want to have a eer with.
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HANK WILLIS 
THOMAS
A NECESSARY CAUTION  

Kerr Houston

In itself a clenched fist is nothing and means nothing. 
But we never perceive a clenched fist. We perceive a 
man who in a certain situation clenches his fist.
Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness

C an we take a few minutes to think about 
Hank Willis Thomas’s use of hand gestures 
in his recent Goodman Gallery show? The 

show, titled History Doesn’t Laugh, was recently on 
view (in slightly different permutations) in both 
Johannesburg and Cape Town. And, as Michael 
Smith noted in a review in artthrob, it was conceived 
quite emphatically for the South African venues: it 
featured two dozen new works that were rooted in 
apartheid-era visual culture.1 Print enlargements 
of mid-century mail order advertisements from 
True Love shrilly proclaimed the value of stretch 
mark cream and weighted bracelets. A monumental 
reproduction of a Congress of South African Trade 
Unions (COSATU) button in fiberglass commemo-
rated the cause in a finish fetish idiom. And several 
cast sculptures, made of a variety of metals, gave 
details from iconic apartheid-era photographs by 
a three-dimensional reality. Even as the work thus 
offered an extension of themes in Thomas’s earlier 
oeuvre—the social construction and commodifica-
tion of the black male and an acute, critical use of 
archival materials and popular visual culture—it 
now had a distinctly South African cast.

Then, too, there were those gestures. Each of 
the four photo-based pieces, for instance, centered 
on hands. Die Dompas Moet Brand! (The Passbook 
Must Burn!) focused on the decisive, resolute hands 
of protestors in Eli Weinberg’s photograph of pass-
burning from the early 1950s. Raise Up emphasized 
the uplifted arms and hands of miners undergoing 
a medical inspection in a routine that was first 
captured and published by Ernest Cole. A Luta 
Continua and Amandla, meanwhile, granted solid 
form to the hands of demonstrators in a police van 
following a 1992 protest that was photographed by 
Catherine Ross.

The accent upon gesture was hardly limited 
to the photo-based sculptures. On a nearby wall, 
Develop Striking Power, a C-print enlargement of 
a classified ad, offered a single, simple graphic: a 
clenched fist.  The clenched fist was also on dis-
play in Victory Is Certain, a staff made of assegai 

wood that recalled, in form and materials, Zulu 
examples but eschewed their conventional finial 
motifs, opting instead for a closed hand. The 
magnified COSATU button, too, pictured the 
raised fists of workers. Finally, another button 
(shown in Johannesburg but not Cape Town) 
pictured four hands clenching the wrists of their 
partner—forming, in the process, a powerful 
square. History may not laugh, we gather, but it is 
conversant in the idiom of gesture.

Indeed, it always has been—or, at least, the visual 
record of apartheid implies as much. Look through 
a copy of a magazine or book of photos from the era 
and you’ll soon gain a sense of the expressive ubiq-
uity of hands. There are the remarkable photographs 
from December 1956 of assembled onlookers giving 
a vigorous thumbs-up to the anti-apartheid mili-
tants as they are driven to trial. There are Miriam 
Makeba’s hands, elegantly and provocatively pressed 

Hank Willis Thomas. Raise Up, 2014. Bronze, 285 x 25 x 10 cm. Installation view of History Doesn’t Laugh exhibition, Goodman Gallery, Cape Town, South 
Africa, 2014. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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against her thighs, on the cover of the June 1957 
issue of Drum. There’s Noel Watson’s remarkable 
image from 1980 of a 17-year-old Thabo Sefatsa 
raising both hands in a V-shaped gesture of peace 
as a police dog snarled at him only a meter away.2 
There’s Graeme Williams’s shot of Nelson and 
Winnie Mandela, thrusting their fists into the air 
upon his release from prison in 1990. And then, 
too, there are all of the unphotographed moments: 
Robert Sobukwe, for instance, letting dirt trickle 
through his hands as a means of communicating his 
sense of solidarity to other prisoners passing his cell 
on Robben Island. Hands mattered in the apartheid 
era. They were tools; they were signals; they were 
terms in a larger syntax.

Unsurprisingly, then, hands also play a 
prominent role in recent histories and studies of 

apartheid, several of which Thomas encountered 
as he developed his South African work (Thomas 
previously showed in South Africa in 2010). The 
Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg, for example, 
grants much of a wall to a huge print of Cole’s pho-
tograph of miners, their hands in the air. In related 
published materials, moreover, the museum has 
occasionally isolated symbolically potent gestures. 
In its ambitious educational booklet, for instance, 
the museum paired the image of the miners with 
another photograph by Cole (also from House of 
Bondage) of two handcuffed black hands joined at 
the wrist. The resulting juxtaposition is understated 
but eloquent: the positions of the hands in each 
photograph speak to what Allan Sekula once called 
the everyday flows of power and the microphysics 
of barbarism.3

Or consider the terrific and ambitious catalogue 
to Rise and Fall of Apartheid, the sprawling show 
of photographs curated by Okwui Enwezor and 
Rory Bester. In his introductory essay, Enwezor 
remarks upon the importance of gesture and points 
to an important evolution: following the Sharpeville 
Massacre of 1960, anti-apartheid protestors aban-
doned the thumbs-up sign for the clenched fist.4 Just 
when the African National Congress turned from 
a nonviolent strategy of resistance, in other words, 
hands expressed a comparable move from pas-
sive support to active defiance. The accompanying 
images bear this point out and clearly communicate, 
again, the potent and mutable place of gesture in 
apartheid-era visual discourse. Watson’s 1986 pho-
tograph of a workers’ strike in Durban includes no 
fewer than fifteen raised hands: most of them are 
tightly clenched fists, but two thrust their index 
fingers proudly upwards, and another lifts a copy of 
a union paper into the air

In turn, as Thomas drew on archival and histori-
cal materials, he too accented gestural details, but 
often did so by means of active editing, or simplifi-
cation. In his photo-based sculptures, for instance, 
he eliminated numerous secondary details. Many of 
these were incidental, but some were arguably not: 
think of the touching pairing of shod and bare feet 
in Weinberg’s original photo of pass-burners, or 
the papers—the signs of the bureaucratization of 
labor—that rest at the feet of each miner in Cole’s 
iconic image. Similarly, in the enlarged COSATU 

Die Dompas Moet Brand! (The Passbook Must Burn!), 2014. Bronze and 
copper shim, dimensions variable. Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman 
Gallery, New York

button, he eliminated the organization’s slogan and 
created an image, in the process, in which the raised 
hands of the figures did not have to compete with 
text. Such decisions allowed Thomas to grant hand 
gestures a distinct visibility. But they also, inevita-
bly, implied an attendant process of abstraction and 
decontextualization. Shorn of their original context, 
the gestures become floating signifiers.

Those floating signifiers are assigned novel 
meanings in Thomas’s work. Take, for example, 
Raise Up. To be sure, the gestures of the men were 
already overdetermined before Thomas used them; 
since they were published by Cole as a part of a book 
in 1967, they have been repeatedly reused and given 
distinct new contexts. Indeed, Darren Newbury has 
remarked on the complicated status of the reproduc-
tion of Cole’s photograph at the Apartheid Museum, 
where page spreads from the book are paired with 
enlargements of single images. “[T]he status of the 
original artefact,” Newbury has noted, “and the fact 
that one is confronted here with its replica rather 
than the real thing combine to unsettle its position 
in the narrative of apartheid.”5 We might question 
Newbury’s use of the phrase real thing—was any 
copy of the book more real than Cole’s negative, 
which he smuggled out of South Africa? But his cen-
tral point is a fair one: in the context of the museum, 
the miners’ gestures are given a new inflection or 
narrative context. Similarly, in Thomas’s show, they 
are isolated and assigned a title—Raise Up—that 
invokes insurrection and resurrection, rather than 
the base humiliation of the procedure documented 
by Cole. Gestures of passive, powerless conformity 
are thus converted into gestures of defiance.

A comparable process of revision is visible in the 
five works that center upon clenched fists. In Cape 
Town, the works were shown without any accompa-
nying wall texts (a list of works was available at the 
desk). As a result, the images of raised fists seemed 
almost to belong to a common, transhistorical lin-
eage: shorn of their fuller context and unlabeled, the 
fists congealed, by implication, into a coherent and 
constant motif. The fist, in other words, seemed a 
common unifying element in what is otherwise a 
contested history, linking mid-century classified 
ads to trade union buttons of the 1980s and early-
1990s demonstrators. And what if one did pause 
to investigate the titles of the works? The sense of 

a transhistorical universalism was only reinforced. 
A Luta Continua, for example, depicts the hands of 
protestors arrested at the South African Supreme 
Court on July 22, 1992, but through its use of a 
pan-African slogan (coined in Mozambique, it has 
since been used in Nigeria and Uganda in relation 
to various causes) as a title, situates those hands as 
part of a wider and more abstract continental pat-
tern of resistance. Although Thomas’s sources were 
distinctly historical then, his use of gesture drifted 
toward the ahistorical. The fist was treated primar-
ily as a leitmotif embodying a consistent lineage of 
resistance.

Develop Striking Power, 2014. Inkjet print on museum etching paper 
with carborundum flocking, 29.92 x 19.69 in. Courtesy the artist and Jack 
Shainman Gallery, New York
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But as Enwezor notes in the catalogue to Rise 
and Fall of Apartheid, gestures are in fact complex 
and evolving signs, dependent upon local vari-
ables for their effect. “It is necessary,” he writes, “to 
underscore the potent iconographical discourse of 
the image of the fist, as it travels from gesture to 
representation, from symbol to sign, from signifier 
to signified.”6 Indeed, and in fact the clenched fist 
has never been a completely stable symbol in South 
African discourse. After all, by the time that it was 
embraced by South African blacks in the 1960s, it 
already bore a range of associations. It had been 
used by German laborers in the strike waves of the 
1880s, when it often connoted a readiness to fight. 
In 1917, the Industrial Workers of the World trans-
formed it into a symbol of solidarity. By the 1930s, 
in turn, it had acquired anti-fascist connotations 
in much of Europe.7 In 1956, Life ran an image of 
Pietro Nenni, an Italian communist leader, raising 
a clenched fist at a rally, and in 1957 it published a 
photograph of a Haitian using the same gesture to 
salute Daniel Fignolé.8 Clearly, the gesture embod-
ied a degree of semantic flexibility: it could convey 
a wide range of meanings and affiliations. But that 
very semantic flexibility meant, in turn, that local 
variables mattered intensely.9 The clenched fist 
never had a simple, static meaning.

Usage of the sign by South Africans during 
the apartheid era points to a related degree of 
semantic flexibility. The activist Zithulele Cindi, 
for instance, has recalled his arrival as a prisoner 
on Robben Island and his confusion at the older, 
longtime prisoners’ lack of enthusiasm for the 
clenched fist, a tendency he attributed to a culture 
of deference fostered in the prison. “So we then 
had to embark on a defiance,” he later said, “now 
of the warders. We would say, hey, black style 
[clenched fist up] and they’d say ‘keep quiet.’ And 
we’d say there’s nothing wrong in greeting . . . this 
is our form of greeting. . . . The point of it was to 
restore their dignity.”10

Cindi’s anecdote is a reminder that local context 
matters and that the associations of the sign were 
mutable. Indeed, by the 1970s the clenched fist 
had become broadly associated with the black con-
sciousness movement and also with the American 
civil rights movement (where it was given dramatic 
prominence at a 1966 rally by Stokely Carmichael).11 

Chief Kaiser Matanzima, for instance, embraced the 
gesture as a sign of black power and once raised 
a clenched fist in the legislative assembly of the 
Transkei, only to cause, according to one report, 
considerable bewilderment.12 Enwezor has observed 
that “it is not only a symbol of power, it signifies 
self-affirmation, subjecthood and subjectivity.”13 In 
turn, this wide range of associations meant that the 
gesture, by itself, was ultimately drained of some 
of its initially acute force, which explains why the 
Publications Appeal Board had come to feel, by 
1987, that “the clenched fist is not undesirable as 
such because it has lost its inciting effect.”14 As with 
all signs, context matters.

Image and Metaphor, Hand and Fist
Given these complexities, it is tempting to call 
Thomas’s isolation and abstraction of the clenched 
fist naïve, or historically simplistic. But of course 
artworks do not necessarily purport to be reliable 
historical documents; they belong, we might say, 
to a distinct discursive field. And yet, an artistic 
context does not simply obviate historical reali-
ties, and it is easy to think of examples in which an 
artistic usage of documentary materials toward a 
universalizing end can spark heated controversies. 
The debate regarding white South African artists’ 
use of archival materials in the mid-1990s offers 
one relevant example.15 But also relevant here is 
The Family of Man, MoMA’s vast, 1955 show of 
photographs that was curated by Edward Steichen 
and accented, in his words, “the universal elements 
and emotions in the everydayness of life.”16 Dozens 
of photographs of birth, work, and death taken in a 
variety of contexts suggested certain basic common 
human denominators. But the show was promptly 
skewered by a number of critics, including Roland 
Barthes, who vigorously objected to its emphasis 
on shared experience. The photographs, Barthes 
argued, depicted a superficial diversity but finally 
insinuated an underlying humanism that flattened 
difference and ignored socioeconomic variables. 
“From this pluralism,” he complained, “a type of 
unity is magically produced.”17 As with Thomas’s use 
of the fist, local differences and historical specificity 
yielded to an implied consistency.

Interestingly, a recent strand of scholarship has 
convincingly shown that South African responses to 

National Women’s Day poster, 2009. Designer unknown. Courtesy the Apartheid Museum, Johannesburg, South Africa
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The Family of Man, which arrived in Johannesburg 
in 1958, varied considerably.18 Many liberal viewers 
in South Africa saw the show’s acknowledgement 
of a common humanity as exemplary: a corrective 
to the system of apartheid that denied the human-
ity of a majority of the country’s residents. And 
some young South African photographers found 
themselves challenged or inspired by the images on 
display. Ultimately, though, many South Africans 
also came to view the show as problematic, laced 
with what David Goldblatt called an “ideological 
twist that was . . .not altogether admirable.”19 Or, as 
Tamar Garb has since observed, “there is a neces-
sary caution about a generalising humanist vocabu-
lary of suffering and experience; the need to assert 
the particularity, the historicity of the local, and the 
camera’s capacity to capture that.”20 It is critically 
important, in other words, to heed disparate inflec-
tions and local circumstance.

What does this mean in practice? A poster pro-
duced by the Apartheid Museum as part of a 2009 
campaign developed to commemorate National 
Women’s Day offers an example. The poster 
depicted a clenched black woman’s fist next to a 
white male hand holding an identity card; above the 
hands, a block of text reads, “The Day That Rock 
Beat Paper.” That text referred to a song chanted by 
the tens of thousands of women who had marched 
in protest of the 1950 pass laws on August 9, 1956: 
“Wathint’ abafazi Wathint’ imbokodo” (“Now you 
have touched the women: you have struck a rock”).21 
In bold visual terms, the poster evokes the slogan 
by means of a creative metaphor: the clenched fist, 
of course, signifies the rock in the game of rock, 
paper, scissors. The paper passbooks of the apart-
heid government are trumped in an inversion of the 
traditional rules of the game. And yet, on a different 
symbolic plane, the image is curiously ahistorical. 
Again, as Enwezor has pointed out, the clenched 
fist was not used by South African protestors in the 
1950s. The poster thus collapses historical time. It 
denies, to use Garb’s terms, the historicity of the 
local and accents instead a generalizing vocabulary 
of experience. It privileges, rather, metaphor.

And is that a problem? In his 1929 essay, 
“Surrealism,” Walter Benjamin thought in some 
detail about the relationship between metaphor and 
image and their places in a committed political art. 

“Nowhere,” he argued, “do these two collide so dras-
tically and so irreconcilably as in politics.” He then 
recommended the expulsion of moral metaphor 
from politics, urging the Surrealists “to discover 
in political action a sphere reserved one hundred 
percent for images.”22 But Benjamin was far from 
optimistic that this would actually happen. Rather, 
he seems to have felt that the Surrealists hesitated 
in transcending mere contemplation and in apply-
ing its practice. And he does not seem to have been 
alone in this regard. In a pair of photographs pub-
lished by E. L. T. Mesens in the Surrealist journal 
Marie in 1927, we see two fists, each outfitted with a 
pair of brass knuckles. In the first image (labeled “as 
they see it”), the knuckles are pointed inward, inef-
fectively and self-defeatingly; in the second (“as we 
see it”), by contrast, the knuckles are worn correctly. 
As Sherwin Simmons observed, “the images appear 
to allegorize a public view of Surrealism as inwardly 
directed self-destruction and the movement’s own 
view of itself as aggressive social critique.”23 To put 
it in Benjamin’s terms, the Surrealist image, printed 
in a limited-circulation avant-garde journal, was 
merely contemplative, and comfortably removed 
from the sphere of political action.

And so we return to the white cubes of the 
Goodman Gallery, where we comfortably con-
template Thomas’s show in the rarified context 
of a handsome art gallery. We contemplate the 
process by which images of gestures of protestors 
are abstracted and transformed into metaphors of 
victory and struggle. We ponder the conversion of 
Cole’s searing photograph of apartheid labor—a 
photograph banned by the South African state—
into a collectible bronze. We stare at the workers in 
the glossy reproduction of the COSATU logo and 
realize that this button, devoid of any evidence of 
facture, will never be worn in any contested public 
arena. In the process, perhaps, we recall Tom Crow’s 
claim, regarding 1960s protest art in Europe:

[T]he street-level activism of the late 1960s had raised 
the stake beyond what any gallery-bound art could 
offer . . . It was one thing to fashion arresting visual 
emblems of emancipated perception and response; it 
was an entirely different—and unattainable—thing 
to break free from the space of contemplation and 
the posture of sympathetic witness into the arena of 

action using the cumbersome means of monumental 
sculpture.24

The analogy is, admittedly, not exact. But as we 
study the translation of icons of the struggle against 
apartheid into an art gallery and find ourselves 
urged to contemplate the actions of protestors in 
an ahistorical mode, an aesthetic context, and a 
monumental format, it is difficult to avoid a certain 
thought. If historically rooted gestures possess what 
Benjamin Buchloh once termed a certain sanctity, 
then it has yielded, here, to something else entirely.25 
Something abstract; something, Barthes might say, 
magically produced. Something, arguably, in need 
of a certain form of caution.

Kerr Houston is a professor of art history and criti-
cism at the Maryland Institute College of Art. 
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BRANDED 
On the Semiotic Disobedience of Hank Willis Thomas
by Sonia K. Katyal

In July of 2007, the exterior wall of the Birmingham Art Museum displayed a haunting image. In its
center was a photograph, depicting a classic MasterCard advertisement, but with a few key
differences. Rather than the traditional picture of a beaming couple embarking on an adventure,
(“There are some things money can’t buy. For everything else, there’s MasterCard.”), the photograph
displayed a radically different scene. There, in the background and foreground, stands an African
American family, of varying ages. They surround a devastated father and mother clad in brimmed
hats, glasses, and overcoats, seated, at the funeral of their twenty-seven-year-old son.

The familiar MasterCard logo sits toward the lower left corner of the photograph, and the text
scattered across the image reads:

3-piece suit: $250
new socks: $2
gold chain: $400
9mm pistol: $79,
bullet:.¢60
Picking the perfect casket for your son: 
Priceless.

On February 2, 2000, Songha Willis Thomas was murdered, execution-style, during a robbery in
front of dozens of individuals outside of a Philadelphia nightclub. He did not resist. He was
murdered, apparently, for the thick gold chain worn by the friend who accompanied him. There was
no other reason. The image of his grieving family constitutes the subject of Priceless #1 (2004), a
work by Songha’s cousin, roommate, and best friend, Hank Willis Thomas.

At any other point in history, Songha might have become part of a sobering, yet monolithic, set of
statistics regarding black males in America. But it happened that the artist, Hank Willis Thomas had
decided that Songha’s memory would stand for something else. So he created the image—
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Hank Willis Thomas, Priceless #1, 2004. Lambda
photograph/dimensions variable. Courtesy the artist and
Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

photographing his own family at the funeral, grieving
over the loss. By juxtaposing the image with the familiar
slogan made popular by the MasterCard advertising
campaign, he compels us to examine the meaning, the
presence, and the absence, behind the very idea of
pricelessness.

After the Birmingham Museum acquired the
photograph, it was displayed on its exterior wall. Almost
immediately, the piece sparked a citywide controversy,
largely because many of its residents mistakenly thought
that the photograph was an actual MasterCard
advertisement disparaging African Americans. The
picture, after all, looked just like a regular MasterCard
advertisement. If it wasn’t meant to critique MasterCard, then why did the artist use the logo? To
confuse the public? Or to send a different message? Initially offended by the image while driving on
her way to work, a local reporter broke the story, embroiling the community in a debate about
advertising, consumer confusion, and the limits of artistic freedom.

In response, the artist wrote an editorial that appeared in the Birmingham local newspaper. “In the
’80s and ’90s,” Hank Willis Thomas explained, “a lot of young African American men were getting
killed over Michael Jordan sneakers. Today, they're getting killed over gold chains, looks, and
words.” If Songha had died for a piece of jewelry, Thomas explained, Priceless #1 ensures that the
image of his grieving family will live forever in our collective memory. “It is this idea,” Thomas
expressed, “that someone could be killed over a tiny commodity […] I want to question what makes
these commodities so precious that they are worth defining, and more importantly, taking another
person’s life?”

The intersection of advertising, race, and consumerism is an issue that has long concerned Thomas,
a gifted photographer whose work has won both critical and popular acclaim. In other projects from
his series “Branded,” Thomas juxtaposes the image of a black male with a series of Nike “Swoosh”
logos, explaining that he aims to draw a connection between “how slaves were branded as a kind of
ownership, and [how] today we brand ourselves.” His works are testaments to advertising’s power to
draw a subtle and powerful connection between the branding of slaves, marked as human
commodity, and the way in which we willingly undertake the same task.

However, although Thomas’s artworks display powerful critiques, they also run the risk of falling
within a legal gray area. Here lies a curious irony. According to the Supreme Court, artistic
expression is entitled to the highest possible First Amendment protection, equivalent in power and
protection to that of the purest political speech. Yet the picture suddenly changes when brands—
literally—enter the fray. While the law normally protects the freedom of individuals to speak and to
express themselves, those freedoms can often stop short when they conflict with the intellectual
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Hank Willis Thomas, Branded Head, 2003. Lambda
photograph/dimensions variable. Courtesy the artist and
Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

property rights of others, particularly where brands are
concerned. Since Priceless #1 and Branded Head (2003)
display appropriated logos, those companies might
argue that these works lead consumers into thinking
that the works are officially sponsored by the company,
confusing the public as a result. And even when court
judgments reflect strong protections for artistic freedom,
those pronouncements rarely find their way into the
army of cease-and-desist letters some artists receive
after appropriating a company’s brand.

Hank Willis Thomas’s dual act of artistic expression—
and indeed, some might argue, political protest—
represents today’s modern version of civil disobedience:
a massive worldwide phenomenon that I call semiotic
disobedience. Today, aided by the power of digital
media, thousands of artists, activists, and ordinary
citizens across the world—and the internet—routinely
reverse the power of advertising, transforming ads and
logos into a global conversation between corporation
and consumer. For this reason, Thomas’s work
accomplishes a sort of double irony: not only does he
critique the constant pull of branding and advertising, but he also risks being targeted for violating
the very properties within the advertising he criticizes. In this sense, his work continues in the
tradition of artists like Andy Warhol and Richard Prince, all of whom appropriated recognizably
commercial images in order to say something more profound about modern America and its
romance with consumption. But while artists like Warhol often escaped being sued for the images
they appropriated, in the past, many artists and activists like Thomas can be far more vulnerable
than previous generations have ever been.
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Finding Platforms Beyond the Institution 
 
While mainstream museums have moved at the slow pace typical of large institutions, galleries 
have used their relative agility to maneuver and respond to the public’s increasing interest in 
African-American artists. Only a handful of those artists—Mark Bradford, Glenn Ligon, and Julie 
Mehretu among them—have made it into the upper reaches of the market with works that fetch 
millions of dollars at auction. But contemporary art galleries like Jack Shainman, Papillion Art, 
Sikkema Jenkins & Co., and James Cohan are bringing increasing visibility to emerging and mid-
career African-American artists. And Michael Rosenfeld, a lifelong advocate for and dealer of 
work by African-American artists, among others, continues to provide a platform for historical 
black artists. 
 
Interest, Rosenfeld says, has developed incrementally around an older generation of artists 
like Barbara Chase-Riboud and Alma Thomas, who served as inspiration for a younger generation 
of better-known contemporary artists. “Even Chase-Riboud is now selling for hundreds of 
thousands of dollars—in some cases over a million dollars,” says Rosenfeld. “However, if one 
looks at them in relation to other great artists of that generation, there is still a lot of room for 
growth.” And in a climate where museum solo shows by black artists still proportionally lag far 
behind those of their white counterparts, galleries have stepped in to create institution-worthy 
exhibitions. Among those was a show by Nick Cave—the Chicago-based sculptor, dancer, and 
performance artist known for his wild, Afrofuturist “Soundsuits”—which inaugurated Jack 
Shainman’s upstate venue, The School. “That show was stunning and should have been picked up 
by MoMA,” says the Washington, D.C., collector Peggy Cooper Cafritz, known for her prescient 
taste in work by young black artists. 



 

 
Left: Portrait of Corey Baylor, Jack Shainman, and Hank Willis Thomas. Right: Portrait of Jacolby Satterwhite Photographs taken 
at the home of Corey Baylor by Emily Johnston for Artsy. 
 
Hank Willis Thomas, a conceptual artist whose work addresses the construction and use of race in 
America, also resists this categorization. “I could be a black artist, but I’m also many other things. 
All of us inhabit multiple identities at once,” says Thomas. “The craziest thing about blackness is 
that black people didn’t create it. Europeans with a commercial interest in dehumanizing us created 
it. Five hundred years ago in Africa there weren’t black people. There were just people.” 
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Hank Willis Thomas at MetroTech Commons

Hank Willis Thomas and Public Art Fund curator Andria  Hickey

The Truth and Nothing But the Truth: Hank Willis Thomas at MetroTech Commons

By PAUL LASTER, AUG. 2015

Since its first appearance at the Galway Arts Festival in Ireland in 2011, the Cause Collective’s traveling art
project In Search of the Truth (The Truth Booth) has been exhibited in Afghanistan, at the Cleveland
Museum of Art, at Burning Man, in South Africa, and at Art Basel Miami Beach, and it’s racked up more
than 5,000 videos of people telling what the truth means to them.

Now this bouncycastleturnedconfessional, that’s been made to look like a giant cartoon bubble with the
word “Truth” posted on it, is making its way around Brooklyn as part of Hank Willis Thomas’s Public Art
Fund exhibition “The Truth Is I See You” at MetroTech Commons.

When I interviewed Thomas for the New York Observer in Miami last December he said, “People have
talked about failed relationships, about love, and family. They’ve talked about the notion of the truth, about
dishonesty, about what’s happening to them right now, politics. The truth is ageless and timeless. The
youngest participant is three years old and the oldest ones are probably in their 80s. They’re speaking about
the same thing from their perspective and no one can take that away from them. That’s what I like about it.
You’re right no matter what you say, if you tell the truth.“

While the Truth Booth was at MetroTech on the opening day of the show and will appear at other Brooklyn
locations throughout the run of the exhibition, new works by Thomas and his Cause Collective collaborator
Ryan Alexiev continue to take center stage on the commons. Twentytwo “truth bubbles,” that simulate
speech bubbles from comic books and graphic novels, have been installed as signs on the light posts along
MetroTech’s Myrtle Promenade. Lines from Thomas and Alexiev’s Truth Poem, such as “The truth is I fear
you” and “The truth is I judge you,” are written on one side of the signs in English and on the other side in
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one of the myriad languages spoken across Brooklyn. 

Two steel benches in the shape of thought balloons and a fabricated metal tree with puffed up truth bubbles
at the end of the branches that ask “The truth is I love you?” complete this thought provoking exhibition. 

The Truth Is I See You is on view at MetroTech Commons in Brooklyn through June 3, 2016.

Scroll through the photos below to see some of the art world players who came out for the August 4
opening. WM

Art critic and Instagrammer Robin Cembalest, Forest City Ratner Companies COO David Berliner
and Mad. Sq. Art curator Brooke Kamin Rapaport

http://www.publicartfund.org/view/exhibitions/6080_hank_willis_thomas_the_truth_is_i_see_you


Art advisor Katie Howard and her Instagramming dog Miss Pickle



Public Art Fund director Nicholas Baume and collector and art advisor Sue Stoffel

Isolde Brielmaier, director of the Contemporary Art Initiative at Westfield World Trade Center 
and independent curator and Columbia University professor Kellie Jones



Sutton PR publicists Jen Mora and Madeline Woods



Artist Jose Parla and School of Visual Arts publicist Folake Ologunja

Artist Teresita Fernandez and Kimberly Drew, Associate Online Community Producer at The Metropolitan
Museum of Art



Art critics David Colman and William Simmons with Visionaire publisher Cecilia Dean and Colman's dog
Gogo



Writer Antwaun Sargent and the Met's Kimberly Drew



Photographer, curator and photographic historian Deborah Willis and Metropolitan Museum of Art
education chairman Sandra Jackson-Dumont

Instagrammers Gabriela Jimenez, Stephanie Strasnick, Rebecca Taylor, Susi Kenna and Armani Smith



Artist Chloë Bass, NYC Commissioner of Cultural Affairs Tom Finkelpearl and Brooklyn Museum curator
Eugenie Tsai

Paul Laster is a writer, editor, independent curator, artist, and lecturer. He is a
New York desk editor at ArtAsiaPacific and a contributing editorat FLATT
Magazine and ArtBahrain. He was the founding editor of Artkrush.com and
Artspace.com; started The Daily Beast's art section;and was art editor of
Flavorpill.com and Russell Simmons OneWorld magazine. He is a frequent
contributor to Time Out New York, Art in America, Modern Painters, ArtPulse,
Flash Art, Newsweek, Bomb Magazine, ArtInfo.com, TheDailyBeast.com.

• view all articles from this author
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“Greater New York” Is a Bellwether—And 
It’s Time for Critics to Eat Their Words 

ARTSY EDITORIAL 
BY JULIE BAUMGARDNER 
OCT 9TH, 2015 10:42 PM 

	  
“Youth-besotted,” “a pineapple ice cream soda,” and “a flashpoint” aren’t exactly descriptors that encourage 
reverence. And “Greater New York,”MoMA PS1’s quinquennial survey of emerging New York-based artists (which 
unveils for the fourth time this Sunday) hasn’t exactly inspired a legion of critical camaraderie. Nor has it inspired 
much curatorial approval. Ironically, it was none other than Peter Eleey, the chief curator of this year’s show, who 10 
years ago described it as a “flashpoint” in a Frieze Magazine review. Yet looking through the past exhibitions’ rosters, 
from 2000, 2005, and 2010, the majority of the participants were featured at a crucial moment in their careers, a 
moment when they either blasted off or faded into obscurity. And most blasted off. 
	  
Featured in the inaugural 2000 “Greater New York,” Do Ho Suhexhibited with Lehmann Maupin in September of that 
year, and has remained with the gallery ever since—not to mention being labelled the “Art Innovator of the Year” in 
2013 by the Wall Street Journal. That same year, Shirin Neshat peeled back the New York art world’s provincial bias 
against Middle Eastern art (in her case, photography), as did Ghada Amer, whose sexually charged paintings would 
find their way into Gagosian’s hands. 
Five years later, the cards were stacked similarly with Carol Bove. That year’s show also included then-rising 
artists Wangechi Mutu, Paul Chan, and Dana Schutz, who in 10 years time have won legions of awards and major 
institutional surveys.  
 
The last go-round was anything but amiss, too. Hank Willis Thomas? You’ve heard of him. And Ryan 
McNamara, Rashaad Newsome, Darren Bader, and LaToya Ruby Frazier—who also just won a MacArthur Genius 
Grant. Yet the prevailing critical view is resoundingly scathing. AsVillage Voice critic Christian Viveros-Faune once 
spouted, “I am reminded of the words of Samuel Johnson: ‘There is nothing uglier than that on the verge of beauty.’” 
But beauty—and, really, self-actualization—isn’t necessarily the point of these sorts of surveys, even if this one’s title 
locates it in aesthetic greatness. 
 

 
	  



-- 
 
There’s often a schism between critical and market reception. But “‘Greater New York’ functions, as Roberta Smith 
put it, as a big-ring circus,” quips Fabienne Stephan, a curator at Salon 94, which showsJimmy DeSana—another 
featured in this year’s show. “I get to watch and concentrate on an act and delve in if I want to. I do look to spot talent 
in the show.” The gallery brought on David Benjamin Sherry after his trippy photographic self-portrait and landscape 
series exhibited in the 2010 edition. “That’s where I first was impressed by Huma Bhabha,” says Stephan. “The piece 
she had in the show, Untitled (2005), was then reinstalled in her solo exhibition at PS1 three years ago and she is 
participating in ‘Greater New York’ again this year, 10 years later.”   
 
The expanded criteria for 2015’s installment—mid-career, established, and previously exhibited artists—may seem to 
belie the pathos of the exhibition. After all, it is, as Parker says, “always viewed as a platform for younger, largely 
unknown artists.” However, as Thomas says, “survey shows have their place. They revitalize energy within the art 
world and they take a pulse of the time.” And in the New York area, with some 140,000 practicing artists living within 
its five boroughs, whose median age is 38, suffice to say that many artists here aren’t exactly spring chickens. 
 

-- 
 
While PS1 and MoMA have lately been reviled for their corporate pockets and distracting celebrity-chasing curatorial 
strategy, the artists seem not to care. “I was more excited about the relationship of my work to viewers and audiences 
than I was thinking about my career, which probably wasn’t the smartest move on my part,” laughs Thomas. For all 
the drama “Greater New York” has engendered, it’s guaranteed to garner a large audience for its current roster, which 
looks promising. 

“The New York art scene is so large and fractured, I don’t think one museum exhibition could ever accurately represent 
it entirely,” Parker says, “but from the list of artists included it seems that it is reflective of work made in New York 
over a specific time period and which may reveal itself to be more contemporary than we anticipate.” To quote Samuel 
Johnson, “The future is purchased by the present.” 
 
 

 
—Julie Baumgardner   

	  



HANK WILLIS THOMAS

Hank  W illis Tho mas’s “R aise Up ” (2014).

GALLERIES | CATE MCQUAID

No matter the era or country,
artists imprint the protest

By Cate McQuaid  G LOBE C ORRES PONDENT   S EPTEMBER 09, 2 015

A raised fist, an open hand, arms crossed over the chest. The singular poetry of body
language expresses plenty before a word is spoken. Hank Willis Thomas, in a
multimedia exhibition at Brown University’s David Winton Bell Gallery, focuses
attention on bodily gestures, especially in the context of societal power and oppression.
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JACK SHAINMAN GALLERY, NEW YORK.

“Amandla” (2013) at the David W into n
Bell Gallery.

“Hank Willis Thomas: Primary Sources” whips
along on many conceptual engines. Thomas
creates sculptures based on photographs of
historic events, lofting searing documents into
the realm of metaphor as he pulls their imagery
into three dimensions. He deploys the figure as a
choreographer might, making physical gesture
explicit and potent. His work, which deals with
race, couldn’t be timelier.

Thomas made the bronze tableau “Raise Up” only
months before a police officer shot unarmed
black teenager Michael Brown in Ferguson, Mo.
The image comes from South African
photographer Ernest Cole’s Apartheidera shot,
“During group medical examination, the nude
men are herded through a string of doctors’
offices.” In it, several black prisoners stand
naked, facing a wall, hands raised. Their treatment luridly objectifies them. The photo
witnesses that, and sadly also extends it.



Hank Willis Thomas talks about black lives and the meaning of truth
Hank Willis Thomas’s public art installation explores what’s true from your point of view

By Howard Halle
Posted: Tuesday August 18 2015

The old saying, “truth is in the eye of the beholder,” is taking on a literal meaning thanks to Hank Willis Thomas’s public artwork public artwork for 
Brooklyn’s MetroTech Commons, “The Truth Is I See You.”

 The outdoor art project consists of several components, beginning with a series of signs shaped like cartoon-speech bubbles hung on lampposts. Each carries a 
phrase beginning with, “The truth is…,” followed by, “I love you, I hear you, etc.” in a variety of languages. Another set of much larger outline bubbles set on the ground 
serve as park furniture. There’s also a flatscreen playing videos of people from around the world, telling their stories by beginning with “The truth is….” These 
testimonials come courtesy of the Truth Booth, a collaboration between Thomas and Cause Collective. A roving confessional in the form of a giant speech-bubble 
inflatable, it’s equipped with a camera and will make three appearances at

MetroTech throughout the show. Over coffee Thomas talked about origins of the piece, his practice and how an early work was inspired by a family tragedy.

Is it fair to describe your work as a critique of the way African-Americans are portrayed and shaped by the media? I’m thinking of pieces such your
image of a black man with the Nike swoosh branded on his shaved head.
I’ve done a lot of stuff about the imaging of African-Americans in pop culture and history, but I’d say I also have done a lot of work that’s totally unrelated to that. And in
a lot of my very early work, I was wrestling very specifically with the murder of my cousin.

That’s terrible. How did it happen?
He went to a club with two friends who were wearing diamond and platinum chains. They were robbed, and the guys who did it made my cousin lay face down and
shot him in the back of the head.

Why?
I don’t know. My roommate at the time said that the worst part was that we didn’t have to ask whether the killers were black.

So how does all of that factor into your Nike swoosh piece?
While I was a kid growing up in New York, a lot of black men were getting killed over Air Jordans and such. I began thinking about how our ancestors were brought here
as commodities, and now, our people are killing each other over sneakers. A lot of that was the result of multinational corporations making money by marketing black
bodies.

Is the MetroTech project also inspired by personal experience?
Yes. In 2006, I participated in a residency upstate, which focused on international artists. It was during the Israel-Hezbollah war, and the residents included an Egyptian,
a Lebanese-Palestinian and an Israeli. When war broke out, they seemed to go to opposite sides of the room. But after a week or so, you’d see them talking to each
other, sharing news. I realized they were the only people with skin in the game, so I said, Let’s play a game of telephone. The Egyptian person started it off by
whispering an Arabic word into the next person’s ear. Most everyone else couldn’t speak Arabic, but it still came out sounding like in Arabic.

What was the reaction?
The Israeli said, ‘That’s funny, that sounds like a product in Israel. It’s amazing that our countries are at war, but commerce still takes place.’ Her observation was a
revelation for me: That people who were enemies could share a bond no one else understood. So I started to imagine star-crossed lovers on opposite sides of the wall
they were building in Jerusalem at the time, where one screams, ‘The truth is I am you in Hebrew,’ while the other screams, ‘The truth is I love you in Arabic.’ But all
anyone else can hear is screaming. So I used phrases like those for a series of helium-filled speech-bubble balloons I made for Socrates Sculpture Park. That’s how it
started.

A lot of the speech-bubble signs you’ve put up here are in different languages.
Yes, we took the 22 most spoken languages in Brooklyn—Yiddish, Haitian Creole, Serbian, Urdu, etc. And under each sign in another language, there’s a placard that
shows you how pronounce what the sign says phonetically in English. The idea is that if you can learn to say just one thing in someone else’s language, it would bridge a
gap.

The way the speech bubbles are hung overhead, they look like the words are coming out from people beneath them.

Photograph: David Williams Photograph: David Williams
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Yes! It’s awesome to see things like a couple sitting under one saying, ‘The truth is I balance you,’ and they don’t even notice it.

http://www.timeout.com/newyork/search
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=BUdY91nPXVZ3hMYSPMLyqhLgC5Kj9lAcAAAAQASCUn7khOABYjNOEtYMCYMnGqYvApNgPsgEPd3d3LnRpbWVvdXQuY29tugEJZ2ZwX2ltYWdlyAEC2gFmaHR0cDovL3d3dy50aW1lb3V0LmNvbS9uZXd5b3JrL2FydC9oYW5rLXdpbGxpcy10aG9tYXMtdGFsa3MtYWJvdXQtYmxhY2stbGl2ZXMtYW5kLXRoZS1tZWFuaW5nLW9mLXRydXRoqQKD7nFzYVW6PsACAuACAOoCGy81MTg1L1RpbWVfT3V0X05ld19Zb3JrL2FydPgCgtIegAMBkAPgA5gDjAaoAwHIA5kE4AQBkAYBoAYU2AcB&num=0&cid=5GjMyoa809JECGfvTdHgWwjQ&sig=AOD64_0h_XJD6sSO5CjA330B0oKtf_zhwg&client=ca-pub-4232841944294641&adurl=http://tickets.davidhkochtheater.com/single/psDetail.aspx%3Fpsn%3D4606
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=BqI9A1nPXVZ2ECo-DMeulgOAB9Nv8lAcAAAAQASCUn7khOABYrM-EtYMCYMnGqYvApNgPsgEPd3d3LnRpbWVvdXQuY29tugEJZ2ZwX2ltYWdlyAEC2gFmaHR0cDovL3d3dy50aW1lb3V0LmNvbS9uZXd5b3JrL2FydC9oYW5rLXdpbGxpcy10aG9tYXMtdGFsa3MtYWJvdXQtYmxhY2stbGl2ZXMtYW5kLXRoZS1tZWFuaW5nLW9mLXRydXRoqQKD7nFzYVW6PsACAuACAOoCGy81MTg1L1RpbWVfT3V0X05ld19Zb3JrL2FydPgCgtIegAMBkAPgA5gDjAaoAwHIA5kE4AQBkAYBoAYU2AcB&num=0&cid=5GjpYnO4ESE2-Kgb7ZHWE78G&sig=AOD64_26BIqKwWNbMD9_bimV02tDlDdH9w&client=ca-pub-4232841944294641&adurl=http://tickets.davidhkochtheater.com/single/psDetail.aspx%3Fpsn%3D4606&nm=4
http://www.timeout.com/newyork/my#/favourites
http://www.timeout.com/newyork/art/where-to-see-the-best-outdoor-art-this-summer
http://www.timeout.com/newyork/things-to-do/hank-willis-thomas-the-truth-is-i-see-you
http://www.timeout.com/newyork/art/public-art-the-ten-most-iconic-new-york-attractions
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http://www.timeout.com/newyork/art/hank-willis-thomas-talks-about-black-lives-and-the-meaning-of-truth
http://www.timeout.com/newyork/restaurants/best-coffee-shops
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Hank%20Willis%20Thomas%20talks%20about%20black%20lives%20and%20the%20meaning%20of%20truth%20%7C%20http%3A%2F%2Fwww.timeout.com%2Fnewyork%2Fart%2Fhank-willis-thomas-talks-about-black-lives-and-the-meaning-of-truth
http://www.timeout.com/newyork/attractions/metrotech-commons
http://www.timeout.com/newyork


I bet a lot of selfies will be taken with them. Let’s talk about the Truth Booth. It seems to be a big part of the project, but it’s only here for brief
intervals, because it travels around the world. Where has it been?
We started out in Ireland, which was great because it’s a Catholic country and the project is sort of like a confessional. Then it went to Afghanistan during the country’s
election. So it was a time there when people felt a real urgency to speak their minds.

How many people have used it?
In Ireland, we got 1, 000 people in one week. At Miami Art Basel, 1,300 people went through it. It’s an attention-grabbing thing.

That’s true. What drew you to mounting the project at MetroTech?
I just love how people use the space. I’d been coming down here on and off for 20 years, and now I live just around the corner.

In one of those new high-rises?
Right, in of those towers I used to despise.

But you don’t anymore.
I mean, it’s gotten as expensive here as Manhattan, so I figured if you can’t beat them, look down on them.

Since you mention how expensive Brooklyn has become, what do you say to the criticism that public art can aid and abet gentrification, and that
money could be better spent on practical services?
Well, I think it’s kind of an insult to say certain people don’t deserve beauty, because beauty is a basic service. And everyone’s attracted to beauty—rich people, poor
people and everyone in between. The hope is that everyone will feel welcome regardless of whether you have five dollars in your pocket or $5 million in the bank.

Hank Willis Thomas, “The Truth Is I See You” (http://www.timeout.com/newyork/things-to-do/hank-willis-thomas-the-truth-is-i-see-you) is at MetroTech Commons
(http://www.timeout.com/newyork/outdoor/public-art-fund-at-metrotech-center-commons) through June 3.
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Hank Willis Thomas’s latest show continues the artist’s decade-long fascination with truth, with black-and-white, 

comic-book-inspired speech-balloon signs that span the promenade of the MetroTech Commons 
park.CREDITPHOTOGRAPH COURTESY JAMES EWING / THE CAUSE COLLECTIVE 

	  
Last Tuesday, the Public Art Fund assembled a group of art-world Instagram “influencers,” in the 
middle of the park at MetroTech Commons, in downtown Brooklyn. They were there to get a first 
look at the artist Hank Willis Thomas’s new show, “Hank Willis Thomas: The Truth Is I See 
You,” which is on view through June, 2016. This latest show continues the artist’s decade-long 
fascination with truth, with black-and-white, comic-book-inspired speech-balloon signs that span 
the promenade of the park. The twenty-two large signs display statements like “The truth is I 
judge you,” and “The truth is I love you,” in a myriad of languages spoken across Brooklyn. “We 
live in a world where English is the most dominant form of communication and so much is lost in 
translation or overshadowed. You know some languages don’t even have a word for the truth,” 
Thomas told the crowd. 
	  
“Does everyone have their phones?” Thomas called out as he sat inside “Ruth,”one of two steel 
benches shaped like the speech-balloon signs that he created for the show. “When I was at 
N.Y.U., my photography professor would say, ‘If you sent eight photographers out to shoot one 
thing, they would come back with eight different stories,’ ” he told the crowd. Using the 
hashtag #PAFmeet, for Public Art Fund, the group set off to stage the perfect photographs for 
their followers. Andria Hickey, the exhibition’s curator, explained to me that one of the 
conceptual goals of the project is to have Brooklyn residents visit the park and try to pronounce 



the truth phrases in a language other than their own, to start a conversation about communication 
and celebrate the diversity of the city. 
	  
Gatherings like Thomas’s are called “Instameets,” and they are designed to give Instagram 
enthusiasts with large followings a chance to creatively capture and share photos, in an effort to 
drum up visibility for art exhibitions. It is a method that has spread throughout the art world. The 
Guggenheim Museum regularly holds #EmptyGuggenheim Instagram previews, along with 
traditional openings. In June, for the opening of their summer group show, “Storylines: 
Contemporary Art at the Guggenheim,” a select group was allowed in the museum before it 
opened, and invited to Instagram more than a hundred newly acquired works. The week before 
Thomas’s opening, the commissioner of the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, Tom 
Finkelpearl took a group of Instagrammers on a bus tour, to show off Brooklyn’s public art. 
“Before this administration the Department of Cultural Affairs had no digital strategy. We are 
trying to get the word out,” Finkelpearl told me. 
 
In the early two-thousands, Thomas began manipulating popular-print advertisements as a way to 
expose what he saw as the truth about ads’ power to create false narratives about race and 
sexuality. For his 2006 exhibition, “B®anded,” he inscribed scars in the shape of the Nike 
swoosh on the chest and head of a black model—a metaphor for Thomas’s belief that corporate 
America, by way of its attempts to advertise products to niche markets, perpetuates stereotypes 
and corrupts identity-formation. He followed that series with “Unbranded: Reflections in Black 
by Corporate America, 1968-2008,” and “Unbranded: A Century of White Women, 1915-2015.” 
In both shows, Thomas digitally removed logos and text from popular-print advertisements he 
found in magazines. “Unbranded,” represents Thomas’s attempt to untie the knot that he tried to 
draw our attention to in “B®anded.” 
 
The August meet-up was Thomas’s first opening organized around Instagram. But the artist who 
built his career manipulating photography is a prolific userand has more than thirty-seven 
thousand followers on the site. “I use it as a diary and somewhat of a sketchbook, and then as an 
exhibition space,” Thomas told me. “Because I know I do work in all of these different mediums 
and all over the country and in different parts of the world, most people I know won’t have a 
chance to see the work.” 
 
Using Instagram as a digital-marketing ploy to promote art helps to increase the attendance and 
visibility of artists and exhibitions. And it’s easy to hope that the desire to take a photo of a piece 
of art would inspire a wider interest in the art work. But the photographs shared from MetroTech 
Commons generally lacked the didactic nature of the sculptures that hang throughout the park. 
One photo shows a visitor posing with her mouth open, pretending to eat a sign that says “truth” 
on it. Another one shows a woman holding her dog in the air underneath a “love” sculpture. The 
whole practice calls into question the role of art in society: Should it always be educational? Is 
there a right way to engage with art? Since 2011, Thomas has been using the 
hashtag#InSearchOfTheTruth. “People used to make marks on trees to signify that they been 
somewhere—now we have hashtags for that,” he said. Perhaps, for Thomas, being there, and 
showing other people, is enough. 
 
Miss Pickle is a French bulldog who has a burgeoning Instagram following and who only takes 
photos in front of works of art. Thomas and Miss Pickle posed on a speech-balloon bench, as the 
dog’s owner convinced her with relative ease to look at the digital camera. Thomas lay down on 
the bench, put his sunglasses on, and smiled. 
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Review: ‘Image Object’ Looks at the
Relationship Between the Virtual and the
Physical
By K EN JOHNSON JULY 16, 2015

When contemporary art ventures into the public realm, outside the protective
walls of galleries and museums, the question arises, “Who is this for?” Its
potential audience is no longer viewers who are already interested; now it
includes passersby of many dispositions, not all of whom have the time or the
inclination to reflect on the aesthetics and knotty ideas that artworks may put
in their paths.

Few of the works in “Image Object,” a show of conceptually complicated
and visually unprepossessing sculptures at City Hall Park in Manhattan, are
likely to stop busy pedestrians in their tracks. But for those who aren’t rushed
and are given to philosophical rumination, they can be rewarding to ponder.
Weather permitting, this beautiful little park is an excellent place for that.

A Public Art Fund production organized by the fund’s associate curator,
Andria Hickey, the exhibition presents sculptures by seven artists who have all
exhibited internationally. It’s meant to address a particular condition of
modern life: On the one hand, technologically mediated imagery constantly
impinges on us from every direction; on the other, images are perpetually
being turned into real things, like fancy cars and tall buildings. The exhibition’s
introductory text panel explains, “As images are rendered into objects, and
objects are circulated as images, the boundaries between the physical and the
virtual are blurred, challenging us to rethink how we see the world around us.”

The twoway relationship between image and object is most clearly
illustrated in works by Jon Rafman and Alice Channer. Mr. Rafman’s piece,
“New Age Demanded,” features two blobby shapes in white marble vaguely
resembling sculptures by Henry Moore. Mr. Rafman made them by distorting
a digital photograph of a GrecoRoman bust and rendering the resulting
images in stone, using computerized machinery.
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Ms. Channer went through a similar sequence of converting object to
image and image to object to create “Rockfall,” a set of sculptures mimicking
jagged rocks. She began by taking photographs of small chunks of concrete
rubble, which she then digitally altered. Those images were turned into three
dimensional molds by computerized machines, and the final works, much
larger than the original objects, were cast in concrete, aluminum and CorTen
steel.

Like Mr. Rafman’s works, Ms. Channer’s sculptures are both objects and
images. So what’s the difference between an image and an object? For the
purposes at hand, an object is a unique, physical thing. An image is a
nonmaterial pattern that can be physically incarnated or reproduced in
multiple ways. Most artworks, it can be argued, are fusions of imagery and
objecthood.

Because images are constrained only by the limits of imagination — unlike
objects, which must obey the laws of physics — they often idealize what they
represent, asserting social and political meanings. Works by Hank Willis
Thomas and Amanda RossHo exemplify this.

Mr. Thomas is known for PopConceptual works about black identity and
racism. His contribution here, “Liberty,” features the castbronze arm of an
athlete spinning a basketball on his index finger. Resembling a fragment of an
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ancient Greek sculpture, it’s mounted on a truncated pyramid, and the whole
assemblage is coated in candypurple auto body paint.

According to the exhibition label, Mr. Thomas took the image from a 1986
photograph of a Harlem Globetrotter with the Statue of Liberty in the
background. Considering that a few black athletes are among the most
celebrated people in the world, while many black people feel that they are still
struggling for equality and liberation, Mr. Thomas’s ostensibly triumphal
sculpture exudes an unsettling ambiguity.

Ms. RossHo’s monumental sculpture “The Character and Shape of
Illuminated Things (Facial Recognition)” has a female mannequin head, much
larger than life, flanked by a cube and a sphere; all three elements are painted
gray and elevated on a big oblong pedestal.

Ms. RossHo took the image from an old instructional book on
photography. Her rendering of it plays with implied feminist skepticism about
the fantasy of the perfect woman. A glowing green neon rectangle framing the
mannequin’s face adds a tangential complication by referring to facial
recognition software, which invites another question: Can machines “see” the
way humans do? Doesn’t seeing require consciousness? But that’s a line of
inquiry for another exhibition.

Ideological skepticism also animates Timur SiQin’s “Monument to
Exaptation,” three tall, sleek panels with the word “Peace” spelled in neat white
letters on each panel’s sides under a round symbol resembling a yinyang sign.
The panels look as if they were produced for corporate advertising.

The titular word “exaptation” is crucial. It refers to an evolutionary trait
that comes to serve a different purpose from its original function. Mr. SiQin’s
sculpture alludes to how the onceradical style of Minimalist abstraction is
often coopted to create deceptive images of moral universality for capitalist
enterprises.
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As for the remaining works, Lothar Hempel’s suffers from obviousness,
and Artie Vierkant’s from obscurity. Raised on a tall pole, Mr. Hempel’s piece
“Frozen” is an enlarged cutout of a 1970s photograph of a woman
skateboarding, which he lifted from the web. Attached to it is a glowing,
revolving rainbowcolored pinwheel, the familiar cursor on Apple computers
signifying “Wait.” The assemblage comments simplistically on the Internet’s
bewildering compression of time, memory and history.

Mr. Vierkant’s sculpture is an abstract construction of geometric metal
planes partly painted in hardedged sections of color. One of a series of works
called “Image Objects” (the source of the exhibition’s title), it’s the product of a
selfcannibalizing process by which Mr. Vierkant turns digital images of his
finished works into new pieces.

That procedure and its import aren’t readily evident in the present
sculpture. Nevertheless, determined philosophical viewers might extract from
it illuminating ideas about creative thinking in today’s increasingly digitized
and mechanized world.

“Image Object” continues through Nov. 20 at City Hall Park, Manhattan;
publicartfund.org.

A version of this review appears in print on July 17, 2015, on page C24 of the New York edition with
the headline: From an Object to a Picture, and Back Again .

© 2015 The New York Times Company
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FRAME BY FRAME

By Sebastian Smee  G LOBE S TAFF   JUNE 3 0, 2 015

HARTFORD — Is it an ad? Is it a protest poster?
Is it art? And anyway, what’s the difference?

This photograph by Hank Willis Thomas, 39, an
AfricanAmerican artist born in New Jersey,
hangs in the new postwar and contemporary
galleries at the Wadsworth Atheneum in
Hartford. It’s part of a celebrated series of photo
based works that address, with wryness,
precision, and visual panache, the implications of
stereotypes pushed by commercial sport.

WADSWORTH ATHENEUM MUSEUM OF ART 

This work is called “Basketball and Chain.” And while it is clearly a brilliantly effective 
political statement, it is impossible not to notice that it is also as slickly distilled as a 
Times Square billboard.

Hank Willis Thomas’s slick image 
masks closed door

In fact, everything about it suggests a weird marriage between Malcolm X and Don
Draper. You can almost imagine an advertising executive pitching it to potential clients,
with suitably widened eyes, and smug followup smile.

“An AfricanAmerican man . . . a basketball player . . . but you don’t see his head, or in
fact any of his body. . . . Only part of one leg and his feet . . . BRAND NEW sneakers. . . .
It’s pitch black behind him. As if he’s in space. And he’s jumping. (Think Michael
Jordan. Think LeBron.) He’s jumping so high that he’s burst through the frame.

“But wait. Is he rising? Or is he actually being dragged down?
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“Because here’s the thing: Attached to one ankle is a chain. A manacle. Think prison,
folks. Think, if you will, slavery. The chain is taut. And at the other end is a ball.

“Ball and chain?” Significant pause. “Basketball and Ch ain.” Pause again. “Thank you.”

That’s a parody, by the way. I’m only trying to tease out a layer of Thomas’s work that is
easy to overlook, because the image itself is so devastatingly succinct.

Thomas is using the visual language of advertising very deliberately. He knows — and is
subtly reminding us — that this language is heavily implicated in the political realities
that his art addresses. It permeates everything.

Advertising is about maximum legibility. It’s about achieving a kind of clear reduction
of the opaque and obstinate messiness of real people, real lives, and real predicaments,
in order to lubricate and maximize commercial possibilities.

In the process it promotes a few (a very few, if you are AfricanAmerican) seductive
readymade identities. These may be something for some people to aspire to; they may
bring riches, respect, a seraglio of selfactualization. Good luck with that.

They may also, for most real AfricanAmericans, work more like the idea of justice in
Kafka’s parable, “Before the Law” — a parable that ends with the announcement: “This
door was intended only for you. I am now going to shut it.”

BASKETBALL AND CHAIN

By Hank Willis Thomas

At: Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford

8602782670, www.thewadsworth.org

Sebastian Smee can be reached  at ssmee@globe.com.

© 2015 BOSTON GLOBE MEDIA PARTNERS, LLC
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APPRECIATION

Mother as Inspiration,
Mother as Collaborator

Highlighting Hank Willis Thomas, Mickalene Thomas, and Jacolby
Satterwhite, curator Ian Cofre explores the complexity of portraying
mothers in art through collaboration and inspiration.

DEBORAH WILLIS and HANK WILLIS THOMAS, “Sometimes I See Myself in You”, 2008, Digital C-
Print
Courtesy of Hank Willis Thomas and Jack Shaman Gallery, New York

In art, classical depictions of mother and child almost exclusively belong to the specific religious
history of the Madonna, or Virgin and Child. Historical examples, which include a multitude of
masterpieces, represent idealized maternal love and protection, and approach the status of a
near-universal symbol. To celebrate Mother’s Day, though, is not an exercise in abstract
concepts and generalities, but a call to honor the individual. The three artists presented here—
Jacolby Satterwhite, Mickalene Thomas, and Hank Willis Thomas (no relation)—have done just
that, capturing portraits that reveal the complexities of the women that raised them. The
selected works go beyond mere representations of mother as inspiration and speak to a
different level of engagement. In fact, they are collaborations between the artists and their
mothers, helping to edify their influence through a shared practice.

Asked about the visual history of Hank Willis Thomas’s collaborative portrait, Sometimes I See
Myself in You (2008), he said, “It consciously comes from following in her footsteps and being
told almost daily that I look like her.” Those footsteps belong to his mother, the towering figure
of Deborah Willis, artist, historian, curator, and author. He continued, “[I’m] not sure I’m ready
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to compare myself to Jesus, yet,” but that for him “it’s an amalgam of the residue of popular
culture imagery manifesting in my subconscious.” The photographic transition in the image
makes for an honest and powerful selves-portrait, where the physical transformation implies a
psychological space divided and doubled, the work shared and compounded through mutual
borrowing. Willis Thomas added, “I’ve assisted her on several projects throughout the years
[and] I think this would be the first time we were somewhat on equal footing.”

Equal exchange is also important for Jacolby Satterwhite, whose mother Patricia draws
prolifically as one way of coping with her diagnosed schizophrenia. Those sketches become
inputs for objects that take on a new life in the animated worlds that he has become known for,
but Satterwhite went further, highlighting them in his 2012 New York debut exhibition, The
Matriarch’s Rhapsody. In the titular video, Satterwhite juxtaposes and contextualizes his
mother’s drawings alongside his digital recreations and family photographs. The meditative
video is both an index and display of the commercial products, viable or no, that Patricia
Satterwhite invents and designs for TV shopping channels, woven together with memories and
moments of personal history that expand through the younger Satterwhite’s visual
associations. Because of Jacolby’s collaborative practice and continued support, the Studio
Museum in Harlem’s then-Assistant Curator Thomas J. Lax subsequently included both artists’
work alongside each other in the 2014 exhibition, When the Stars Begin to Fall: Imagination
and the American South.

MICKALENE THOMAS, Still from “Happy Birthday to a Beautiful Woman,” 2012, Digital Video, 23
minutes,
Courtesy of Mickalene Thomas and Lehmann Maupin Gallery, New York & Hong Kong

Finally, what can be considered one the most emotionally forceful works of recent times is
Mickalene Thomas’s heartbreaking documentary, Happy Birthday to a Beautiful Woman (2012),
a portrait of her mother made prior to her passing that same year, and which represents a final
collaboration with her first and most important muse. Mickalene’s mother, Sandra Bush, was
an early subject of her work, as she recounts, “I started working with my mother for a
photography class at Yale. She’d been a professional model when I was young (in the late 70s
and early 80s)—she was absolutely gorgeous, 6” 1’, full of energy, and the only person I could
convince to pose completely nude for me.” The longstanding influence and working together
“served as a way for me to understand how they relate to me and my own femininity.”
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Earlier works such as Lounging, Standing, Looking (2003) and Madame Mama Bush in Black
and White (2007) attest to some of the qualities in Sandra that Thomas “always admired and
wanted to emulate,” like “her glamour.” In the film, though, as we become aware of the subject’s
frailty, her body continuing to shut down in front of the audience, there emerges a clear
portrait of “her strength and tenacity, and her sustained elegance and charisma in the face of
obstacles.” On one side of the camera, Thomas “thought of the film as a painting,” explaining
that she “was thinking about the lens moving like a brushstroke, painting a portrait through a
character’s voice and story,” and “[….] about the complexities, composition, formal aspects of
color, shape, space, depth of field, rhythm, texture, and all the things you consider when you’re
making a painting.” On the other side, Sandra speaks to the camera and directly to Mickalene in
her own voice about her feelings of accomplishment and fears, rounding out a persona from
the represented muse. Thomas frames the distinction of this work by explaining, “Art from the
late 19th and early 20th century is of particular interest […] because it marks the time when
female models started to assert their own identities and presence through the gaze. Around
this time, at least in the contemporary discourse, the sitters for the classic genre nude ceased
to be anonymous props and began to insist on their individuality with their gaze.”

These three artists successfully use new mediums and in-depth collaboration with their
mothers to highlight a fresh perspective on this personal relationship, the results of which are
some of the most interesting interpretations of mother and child in contemporary art. They are
compelling works not only because of the complicated and loved figures that have had

outsized influences on the artists’ lives, but also because as an audience, we have been allowed 
to enter three unique, longstanding dialogs of mutual respect and growth together.
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Portrait of the artist. Pencil on paper by Phong Bui. From
a photo by Taylor Dafoe.

Art May 6th, 2015

HANK WILLIS THOMAS with Allie Biswas
Hank Willis Thomas has spent the last 10 years using the history of advertising as a primary
reference. Working directly with print adverts, the artist uses his technique of “unbranding”—where
every trace of advertising information is erased, leaving only the original image—to challenge
perceptions of identity, commodity, and representation. Thomas’s fifth solo exhibition with Jack
Shainman Gallery, Unbranded: A Century of White Women, 1915–2015, on view through May 23,
2015, occupies the gallery’s two spaces. This new body of work continues to explore Thomas’s
interest in how we respond to commercial images that have been emptied of their original function,
and removed from their intended context.

Allie  Bisw as (Rail):  Adverts have formed a central
role in your work. Where did this interest come from,
and at what point in your life did you begin to recognize
the implications of this kind of imagery?

Hank W illis  Tho mas: I would say I first became
interested in ads as a very, very young child, as almost
all of us are. Those of us who grew up in the ’70s, ’80s,
and ’90s are probably more influenced and hyperaware
of advertising than previous generations. So I guess I
would say that as far back as I can remember I
appreciated advertising as a language, and as a brilliant
medium for exposing and sharing ideas.

Rail:  When did the process of examining adverts in
depth begin? Was it when you were studying art at
college?

Tho mas: Yes, basically as a student. Probably part of
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Hank Willis Thomas, “Come out of the Bone Age,
darling...” (1955/2015). Digital chromogenic print, 40 ×
41 7/16 .̋ Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman
Gallery, New York.

my ambition was to become an advertising photographer. I studied photography at NYU and some
of the first jobs I did were assisting advertising photographers and commercial photographers. Also,
when I graduated I worked at Saturday Night Live’s film unit where they sometimes made these
fake commercials. I did an internship with The Chris Rock Show, where they also did that. But in
the earlier jobs, I was assisting on adverts for Victoria’s Secret, DKNY, and Tommy Hilfiger. Being
part of the crew, you see a different side of things. I recall realizing how much work was being done
to make something seem normal or trivial. That fascinated me.

Rail:  When you were working as part of these advertising teams, would you say that you were
looking at what they were producing as an outsider? Were you critical in your perspective?

Tho mas: Unless you’ve got a camera in your hand, or you’re in front of the camera, you can’t help
but look around and think about all of the coordination, all the people that are coming together to
make this thing. Most of what you are doing is about setting something up, or about dressing it up.

Rail:  What about more specifically in relation to the conceptual aspect of the adverts? The way that
you approach adverts now within your work is distinctly political. You manipulate them to make a
statement or raise a question, for example. Were you applying that way of thinking to these adverts?
Were you looking at an advert for DKNY and thinking, who is this for and what are the problems
with it?

Tho mas: All I was really thinking was, wow, there are
20 people in this room, and it’s all just to make two
people look like they are relaxing in bed. It was more
the practical side of things. Why was there so much
effort going into making something seem—you know,
there are these two models who are already presumably
beautiful, right? All that kind of pomp and
circumstance, and organization and staff—the setup for
an advert to show a couple in bed in their underwear.
So I think that was just fascinating to me, to see all that
goes into making Laetitia Casta or Heidi Klum or
Adriana Lima seem beautiful.

Rail:  You were still thinking critically about
photography, though.

Tho mas: Yes, I was thinking critically about
photography at that time, how there is as much going on outside of the frame of the camera as
there is in the frame of a photograph. That is what a lot of my work was like when I was at college. I
was just hyperaware of things around me. Having those other jobs at SNL and The Chris Rock
Show helped, where the adverts were still commercial, but were making fun of that form of
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commerce. I think doing all of that stuff at the same time probably was what helped me to
formulate my thoughts and approaches. I’ve also since then shot ads myself, worked for friends on
ads, and been in ads. It’s kind of a crazy world.

Rail:  When did you have these jobs?

Tho mas: It was for a couple of years. From ’98 to 2000.

Rail:  B®anded was your first major work. Did you make this directly after finishing college?

Tho mas: That was around 2003 to 2004. In my mind there was no relation, ironically.

Rail:  So there was a small gap between working for these commercial companies and making your
first important photographs that employed an advertising style and the technique of appropriation.
What happened during this transitional phrase? How did you arrive at B®anded?

Tho mas: I was in graduate school, and I was reading a book called Michael Jordan and the New
Global Capitalism (1999). It talked about how Nike went from being a $10 million company when
he signed, to being a $10 billion company 20 years later, and how all of these industries expanded
their ability to market Michael Jordan. I was thinking about black bodies. Bodies like his would
have been traded on a market at a different period in time. Now when these bodies are traded today
I was thinking about how much money is made from them. So we go from slaves being branded as a
sign of ownership, to black bodies today being branded as a way to make money. These were the
things that I was thinking about and reading about.

Rail:  That was your real impetus, then, to go and make your own photographs.

Tho mas: Yeah. I started thinking about logos as our generation’s hieroglyphs, and how they can
be imbedded with so much meaning, and I really wanted to play off of that.

Rail:  What do you think logos mean at this point in time? Has their role changed as such?

Tho mas: I think the graphic logos that became so popular are somewhat less popular now. Logos
are also just more integrated into our lives. Nike is no longer an apparel company. It is a computer
company, and a software company, and a lifestyle company. When I open up my phone, it is
already branded, and so I’m branded from the moment I wake up every morning. Then I open the
apps, and I’m using corporations as a portal to actually interact with other people. So I think, in a
certain way, our lives have become more intertwined with logos, and the language of advertising has
become intimately engaged in popular culture.

Rail:  You have appropriated the Nike swoosh as a scar on a male body (“Branded Head” [2003],
and “Scarred Chest” [2004]), and it is also shown on the clothing of athletes you have



Hank Willis Thomas, “Bounce back to normal”
(1933/2015). Digital chromogenic print, 44 9/16 × 40 .̋
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New
York.

Hank Willis Thomas, “The common enemy” (1941/2015).
Digital chromogenic print, 51 13/16 × 40 .̋ Courtesy of
the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

photographed (“Basketball & Chain” [2003], and “Football and Chain” [2012]). I wonder if,
particularly in those earlier works, the logo was at its strongest, in visual terms. Has the potency of
the swoosh even decreased?

Tho mas: Well, Michael Jordan isn’t playing any more. [Laughter.] There is just so much more to
compete with now because of the explosion of the Internet. You can now sell the same products
without having to put the brand onto somebody in a big way. You can just put a couple of colors
together and you’ll basically trigger an idea or an image that’s related to a corporate brand. Almost
all of us walk around advertising. You’re advertising right now.

Rail:
That’s
true.

Tho mas: And I noticed your watch.

Rail:  This is old.

Tho mas: It’s an advertisement though. It just may be more subtle. You said, “This is old.” That’s
pretty good. [Laughs.] “This isn’t an ad, this is old.”

Rail:  Would you say that you are—either consciously or unconsciously—looking out for what
people are “advertising” through their clothing and so on?

Tho mas: Yes. But maybe I do it subconsciously, particularly when we are talking about this project
or any of my related work. 
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Rail: The next series you made was Unbranded: Reflections in Black by Corporate America 1968–
2008. This was the first time that you had solely used adverts—already  established  images—to  
generate a body of work.

Tho mas: Yes. At that time someone gave me an advert, because they had seen B®anded. They
told me that I should do something with it.

Rail:  What was the advert?

Tho mas: They gave me an ad for a Toyota Rav4. I’ll show it to you actually. It’s funny how
somebody can just give you something and it changes your life forever.

Rail:  So they showed you something that then instigated a strong response?

Tho mas: I think it’s more that I was making work that was about branding and logos, and things
like that, and they gave me this ad and I just thought, what can be done with this? After looking at
it for three or four years, I started to realize that the last thing you would think this ad was selling
was a Japanese car. Then around the same time I saw this ad (50 Cent in a Reebok advert from
2005) that was all over New York. I was shocked because—what do you see this as an ad for?

Rail:  50 Cent.

Tho mas: But what’s for sale? What is the product?

Rail:  I wouldn’t be able to decipher what they’re trying to sell.

Tho mas: Do you know who the “they” is?

Rail:  Reebok.

Tho mas: You got that much—because it shows a RBK logo. You see three letters as part of a logo,
and that’s all that tells you it’s a Reebok ad. 50 Cent is actually wearing a GUnit shirt—he’s not
even wearing the Reebok product!

Rail:  He’s not even wearing the Reebok product in the Reebok ad.

Tho mas: I thought it was amazing that we’d reached a point where you can actually sell a product
without the product in it, or without someone that is even related to the product, or an idea that is
related to the product. So I went online to see what else was being produced. The Reebok series
included Yao Ming. He’s shown as a monkey on a basketball. JayZ is shown referring to his past as
a drug dealer. They have Allen Iverson as the devil. First of all you wonder why the first iteration of
this campaign has so many black men, because they’re like five percent of the country’s population.



Hank Willis Thomas, “Priceless #1” (2004). Lambda
photograph, dimensions variable. Courtesy of the artist
and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

With Yao Ming you have the Chinese giant—he’s about seven feet tall—so they clearly had no idea
what to do with that. So let’s just throw everything “oriental” into the image—the rising sun, yin
yang. Reebok was like, we got this! It is crazy that nothing here makes sense. This is what made me
start to think about what happens when you look at real ads and you remove the advertising
information—the text, the logo. Would you be able to guess what is for sale, and, if you could, it’s
probably because of a signifier. So I started this project, Unbranded: Reflections in Black by
Corporate America 1968–2008, where I’d take an ad and remove all the advertising information.
Then I always like to ask people what’s for sale. What’s this ad for?

Rail:  What is your methodology for researching and selecting adverts?

Tho mas: I just try to find as many ads as possible. With Unbranded I chose 1968 as the start date
of the timeframe because it was symbolic of the civil rights movement, the year Martin Luther King
Jr. and Robert Kennedy were killed. I ended at 2008 simply because it was 40 years later, but then
the series ended up being bookended by the election of Barack Obama.

Rail:  How did Unbranded help you to develop your
practice?

Tho mas: I think it made me realize that there were
things that I couldn’t tell in my own images, and that as
much as advertising was a great language for me to use,
and with which to make statements, it was still limited.
What’s interesting to me about adverts as a material is
that there are so many voices embedded in the
advertisement.

Rail:  What about the role of digital manipulation?
Your method of altering photographs has been
described as “unbranding.” What does the removal of
text and logo initiate?

Tho mas: It encourages inquisitiveness. It encourages us to really question and evaluate values.
What are the things we care about? What are the messages we are trying to articulate? The logo and
copywriting distracts you from the real message, which is often more nefarious than we might think.
What I love about “unbranding” is that it opens up a conversation on a huge level about what it is
that we really care about. Why is this important? How did this become normal? Because
presumably, when something has made it to the level of mass media, it has been vetted for public
consumption.

Rail:  How much are you purposefully aiming for your work to contain a political element?

http://www.brooklynrail.org/article_image/image/15220/Thomas-web10.jpg


Tho mas: It depends on the work. If we take this sculpture behind us (“Lives of Others” [2014])—
it’s based on a photograph of someone standing on top of the Berlin Wall touching someone on the
ground when the wall came down. These disembodied arms are a cropped moment—this is similar
to how I think about cropping a photograph. I like the idea of referring to what has been left out of
any photograph, or any historical document. It is not the whole. It’s what has been prepared and
presented, or what has been deemed worth saving, or exhibiting. So I try to point that out in my
work, even when I talk about historical things. I think one of the reasons I chose to do more
“unbranded” work after B®anded was because it was harder for me to find specific things that
would stand the test of time, as far as I could make comments using logos. Whereas with
Unbranded it isn’t even me making the comment—I’m just finding things that are already there,
and I’m revealing what lies underneath.

Rail:  You talked about the impact that Walter LaFeber’s book on capitalism made on you early on.
Were there any texts that were influential when you were making Unbranded?

Tho mas: Harvey Young has been influential—his book —Embodying Black Experience. I was
interested by how the black body functioned as a political landscape. The bodies that were
measured and counted and policed, primarily in the 19th century and early 20th century, through
slavery—those same bodies were overcoming certain oppressive forces through the agency they
demanded in sports and entertainment, although a lot of the history came with it. Roland Barthes’s
books Mythologies and Image Music Text and Empire of Signs are important to me. He writes
about the images that we consume, through advertising, and how they become integrated into our
way of understanding ourselves. Especially in Image Music Text where he deconstructs the
advertisement.

Rail:  The spaghetti advert is a good example.

Tho mas: Exactly, Panzani. So that really had me thinking about what would happen if I literally,
visually, did that.

Rail:  So literary or cultural texts have often been a significant factor in instigating or developing an
idea?

Tho mas: Yes. Or, like I said, someone will just give me something and I’ll save it. I’ve been called a
packrat before.

Rail:  Let’s talk about your current exhibition at Jack Shainman. You’ve taken 100 adverts produced
between 1915 and 2015, and “unbranded” them. I’m interested in the way this series deals
specifically with how white female identity has been represented, and how “femininity” has been
constructed over the past century.

Tho mas: I think one of the things I’ve come to understand and accept is that it’s all mythology,



right? We’ve become more accustomed to acknowledging racism, but we also need to recognize
gender, as we know it, in mythology. But this series is like Unbranded, as in, that wasn’t about black
men, per se, it was about people. This project just allowed me to explore another side of what I feel
is the same coin. One of the pieces that really stuck out to me was this advert from 1979, which is
part of Unbranded (“So Glad We Made It” [2006]). What is this for?

Rail:  McDonald’s.

Tho mas: And what things do you see happening in this ad?

Rail:  Social interaction?

Tho mas: Yes. But what are the men doing?

Rail:  They’re playing backgammon.

Tho mas: And what are the women doing?

Rail:  Cooing over them.

Tho mas: Right. And then you look at the woman on the left.

Rail:  She’s feeding the man, literally. Placing a burger near to his mouth.

Tho mas: And then you look at the guy, and what is positioned immediately next to his right hand?
A burger!

Rail:  A burger that he can’t pick up himself, because he’s too busy playing backgammon. So it’s
naturally the woman’s duty to feed him and make sure he is comfortable as he sweats it out over
backgammon.

Tho mas: So bizarre! They are supposed to be middleclass black people. So they’re doing
something that middle class people do, but it is the men who are playing and the women are only
allowed to watch them. And she has to feed him a burger, even though he has his own burger. This
is another advert, which is in the current show (“The Results Are Obvious” [1925/2015]). Here is the
original advert.

Rail:  It says “Where Do Crows Feet Come From?”

Tho mas: The product is for eye health—correcting your eyesight. So they are suggesting that crows
feet are a result from having bad eyesight, and that might motivate women to have their eyes tested.
I noticed that we get to this point after the Depression where there is this period of luxury. Here is



Hank Willis Thomas, “Smokin’ Joe Ain’t J’Mama”
(1978/2006). LightJet print, dimensions variable.
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New
York.

Hank Willis Thomas, “There ain’t nothin’ I can do nor
nothin’ I can say” (1924/2015). Digital chromogenic
print, 40 3/8 × 40 .̋ Courtesy of the artist and Jack
Shainman Gallery, New York.

another advert that is in the exhibition (“Wipe away the years”[1932/2015]). This is the original version.

Rail: It’s amazing how much text there is on this one, a couple of paragraphs in really small font.

Tho mas: Did you read it? It’s an advert for floor polish, and they are marketing it as a beauty
treatment. As a white woman, you weren’t supposed to do your own housework. Or, at the very
least, you weren’t supposed to be seen to be doing your own cleaning. I just think this is the most
brilliant ad ever. How do we get these women to buy our cleaning product? What if we constructed
it as a beauty treatment?

Rail:  It is very seductive, though.

Tho mas: Yeah, at the same time it is. During the 1930s they started to catch their stride and they 
became much more clever with it. It makes great moments like this. Here is an ad for sweaters 
from 1959 (“She's somewhat of a drag” [1959/2015]).

Rail: The woman is literally hanging on for her life, whilst the two men casually watch from the top
of the cliff.

Tho mas: This, to me, is like, if you want freedom, this is how we’re going to give it to you. You
know, this is at the same time that people of African descent are being killed for looking at a white
woman in the wrong way. And we find an image here of white men essentially brutalizing a woman.

Rail:  Was there any particular incentive to make this series right now?
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Hank Willis Thomas, “Behind every great man...”
(1973/2015). Digital chromogenic print, 38 5/8 × 50 .̋
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New
York.

Tho mas: Well, we’re at the beginning of an American electoral cycle and all the big news is about
Hillary Clinton. We might be electing our first female president.  Considering that women in this
country didn’t have the right to vote a hundred years ago, I thought it was interesting to consider
what happened in advertisements as a way to track societal notions of a specific gender—how it
belongs and what its role should be in our society. I wanted to take advertisements and go through
the century, using one ad for every year to create an actual timeline.

Rail:  What criteria did you use for the final selection?

Tho mas: I don’t know if there was a full logic. I tried not to use ads that were high fashion ads
because those tend to be—they need to be kind of provocative. I wanted to find ads that spoke to the
general spirit of the times, or things that were happening historically.

Rail:  Where do the adverts originate from, in particular the older ones?

Tho mas: I found them mostly in books and in magazines, and through archives.

Rail:  I enjoyed seeing the transformation of the
medium. The adverts start out as what look like
watercolors—they are very obviously paintings and
drawings—and then we see the transition to
photography.

Tho mas: Magazine advertising was really just
beginning at the start of the 20th century. Now it’s
coming to be a century old and possibly on its way out.

Rail:  As the images are organized using this
chronological device, one of the first things that you’re
thinking is, does the story change? Is the advert from
2015 essentially advocating the same message as the
advert from 1915? Was it an intention of yours to make viewers ask this type of question?

Tho mas: My intentions are to reveal what I found. These are all, for the most part, mainstream
ads. They’re mostly mainstream messages that are aimed at women, to kids, to guys. And if these are
the people who are considered to be the most valuable in our cultures—as far as the standard of
beauty and virtue goes, often based around these kinds of notions of white female integrity—well,
this is how they’re treated. So how does that relate to the rest of us? I think it’s fascinating to
consider. As the white female body works and fights for its own sense of agency and independence,
there’s a whole lot of work that seems to be done to prohibit and—

Rail: To undo all of that progress.
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Tho mas: Yes. I’m really eager to hear what people have to say about it. This is just my own
opinion. Some people have liked the images in my work for different reasons and that’s also an
issue. When you see images that, say, to me, feel very sexist—having my name on them, some people
will think that I made them. I’m like, no, we made them. I didn’t make them. We, as a society, made
them.

Rail:  I had the opportunity to view the original adverts alongside your reworked versions. Did you
ever consider showing the originals in the exhibition?

Tho mas: I did consider this, but I want people to really think about the images we are producing.
The originals are a distraction from what is really for sale. 

Rail:  Do you ever think about the ethical implications of your work? Do you feel any sort of
responsibility, in that sense?

Tho mas: I think there are all kinds of ethical implications. I mean, who owns the images? I don’t
know. Clearly they aren’t, technically, mine. But I really don’t know who owns these images. What
gives someone the right to own an image that’s made for public consumption? It’s really delicate, so
I think the whole project is rife with ethical questions. Does reshowing or representing these
adverts reiterate meanings? Is there another way to talk about this stuff without presenting them in
this way?

Rail:  I wonder, then, how it felt to show your work in Bench Marks, which was your first public art
project, carried out last year. Your photographs were inserted into the fabrication of benches
situated at bus stops, on the street, in a neighborhood of Chicago. When your appropriated adverts
were positioned onto a public bench, they became used almost as an advert in their own right. Do
you agree with that?

Tho mas: Yeah, there was no direction with them. I think it’s important when you make work that
is about media and popular culture to put it outside. Whenever you have an opportunity to put it
out into the public, it really speaks differently than when it is shown in a gallery. It’s harder to get
feedback. People vandalize it and you learn different things, but I realize, in that situation, you just
don’t know who’s seeing it and you don’t know how they’re interpreting it. I don’t have any control.
Also, I think it’s important in our culture to have images out there that aren’t a call to action.
They’re not commercerelated images. They are in the same vein, but they are not saying, go and
buy this product, or do this, or do that. I love that kind of usage of public space.

Rail:  How about the way in which you are represented as an artist in the public sphere? Is that
something you feel you have control of? You were recently included in two group exhibitions:
Speaking of People: Ebony, Jet and Contemporary Art at The Studio Museum, and the travelling
show 30 Americans organized by the Rubell Collection. Did you consider how your identity would
be viewed within these curatorial premises, for example?



Hank Willis Thomas, “Branded Head” (2003). Lambda
photograph, dimensions variable. Courtesy of the artist
and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York.

Tho mas: Well I think 30 Americans is called that
instead of 30 African Americans because they were
trying to posit it as a show that’s about America, even
though 99% of the artists in that show are African
American. You could argue, obviously, when you learn
that the exhibition is mostly of African American artists,
many of whom are dealing with themes about American
history, that it is related to that subject. You might
consider that as the exhibition’s theme. But it’s a little
bit of a sleight of hand. I think that’s what happens in
that kind of case.

Rail:  You don’t really have a say in how you’re defined,
then.

Tho mas: You never do. Once you make work, and put
it out there, you have very little say. I could say all I
want, but people can do whatever they want with the
work, if they have access to it and I don’t. I think it’s
important to be seen in a multitude of contexts. Some
people have issues with that, but I guess I grew up in a
particular setting. My mother is a curator, she worked
at the African American Museum Project and Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture. So,
I don’t know. If I were only presented in one way or another, I probably would have a bigger issue.
But, having had my work presented in various contexts, I think I’m just happy that people want to
show and see the work.

CONTRIBUTOR
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Screenshot from Question Bridge: Black Males website.

What inspired your turn to photography?

I came to photography through my mother, Deborah Willis, and I really think

it is almost through osmosis that I became a photographer, because

pictures and cameras and darkrooms were everywhere when I was growing

up.

How did Question Bridge come about?

The idea of Question Bridge as a project came from my collaborator Chris

Johnson, who realized that video could be used as a way to facilitate a

conversation between people in communities that don’t talk about certain

issues very well. Question Bridge: Black Males is a way to talk about there

being as much diversity within any demographic as there is outside of it.

Asking African American men—or people who identify as African American

men—to ask and answer each other’s questions, we realized that they’re

actually very different people, and that each person is an individual, and

that starts to call into question the necessity of defining people based on

narrow group identity, or demographic identities.

Question Bridge is a brilliant art installation as well as an amazingly

important social project. How was it received?

We premiered it in five places at once, including the Brooklyn Museum and

the Sundance Film Festival. We’ve now traveled the show to more than 38

venues around the country, and also done about 50 screenings of it, so it’s

been extremely well received, as an art installation, curriculum, website, etc.

And we’ve had over half a million people interacting with the project to date.

The fact that it’s transmedia, that it doesn’t just exist in one or two forms

but actually exists in five forms, means that people can approach it from a

variety of perspectives and spend different kinds of time with it. That’s

what we love.

Was social media an important tool for the project?

http://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/deborah-willis?all/all/all/all/0


Yes, more and more recently, after we launched the website. We were able

to use social media as a way to engage people in the conversation, and it’s

been really exciting to see the response that people have and also having

people log on and create their own identity profiles and Question Bridges.

What is the future of Question Bridge?

We shall see. One idea is to build other Question Bridges that aren’t race or

gender specific, so that people can make a Question Bridge about whatever

communities they see themselves being part of.

A few words about ICP?

I’ve been going to ICP since my childhood, since it was on Fifth Avenue

uptown, and I have maintained relationships with the staff, especially our

dear Lacy Austin—so many wonderful staff and curators—and I’ve even had

the opportunity to be a visiting professor at ICP. As I’ve traveled around the

country and also around the world, I have so many friends who are amazing

photographers, whose entry into the photography world was through taking

classes at ICP. And so I see ICP not only as an exhibition space but as an

education space, an outreach in creative thinking kind of resource in the

city for photography. It’s been extraordinarily important and essential. And

not to mention that my mother’s won the Infinity Award and I got to be there

when she won it, and it was really exciting (Infinity Award for Writing, 1995).

I never thought that I would receive such an award.

Question Bridge: Black Males was created by Chris Johnson, Hank Willis

Thomas, Bayeté Ross Smith and Kamal Sinclair. The Executive Producers are Delroy

Lindo, Deborah Willis and Jesse Williams.
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The Jack Shainman Gallery in Chelsea is currently presenting a collection of work by Hank

Willis Thomas for the exhibition Unbranded: A Century of White Women, 1915—2015. For his

fifth solo show at the gallery, Thomas unveils 101 photographs relating to different generations

of white women and how they’ve portrayed in popular culture over the past century. Thomas

chooses images that represent each individual year between 1915 and 2015 where explores

notions of virtue, power, beauty, privilege, and desire that many of these women possess.

One of the earliest images in this show No Anxious Moments (1918) perfectly captures the

charm of mother and child bonding as it illustrates a woman in her kitchen kneeling down in

front of her oven to take out a tray of muffins as her young daughter stands next to her

Hank Willis Thomas looks back on 100
years of white women
April 16, 2015

7:14 AM MST

Courtesy of Hank Willis Thomas and the Jack Shainman Gallery
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beaming with her rosy cheeks and wearing a long apron. The girl very much resembles the

iconic Little Debbie, the namesake of brand of desserts whose products include cupcakes and

brownies. Similarly, Give Your Daughter a Daughter (1971) also highlights notions family

bonding as it depicts three generations of women. A woman sits in a large wicker chair as her

young daughter with pigtail braids sits on her lap as a baby doll with curly blonde hair, blue

eyes, and wearing a light pink dress sits on the child’s lap.

Another theme that’s examined in the show is that of women being allowed to embrace their

sexuality. The Taming of the Shrewd (1966) symbolizes the suppression of desires features a

beautiful blonde woman wearing a leopard skin swimsuit trapped inside a cage in a jungle as

though she were an actual live animal being locked up as her male companion leans his back

against the cage and looking over his shoulder in amusement. On the other hand, The Natives

Will Get Restless (1976) depicts a woman swinging on a rope in the jungle, wearing a bikini, as

though she’s finally breaking free from societal constraints.

The most recent image in the show Just As Our Forefathers Intended, (2015) pays homage to

Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s iconic Washington Crossing the Delaware painting with two groups

of women standing on a wooden board in the place of George Washington’s army as they

make their journey across the Delaware River. The first group of women are standing in front of

a red flatbed truck pulling another group of women piled onto a boat.

At the Jack Shainman Gallery, 524 W. 24th St., and 513 W. 20th St., through May 23. The

gallery is open Tuesdays through Saturdays from 10 a.m. until 6 p.m.

SUGGESTED LINKS

 Philemona Williamson explores adventures of adolescence at Soho gallery show

 Rose Wylie's perceptions of people and animals at Chelsea gallery show

 Alma Thomas' Earthly drawings and paintings on view at Chelsea gallery

 Dena Schutzer illustrates 'Local Encounters' at Chelsea gallery show

 Aaron Johnson's sock paintings on view in East Harlem

Alison Martin
NY Fine Arts Examiner
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Hank Willis Thomas Recalls the Past Century 

A new exhibition looks at the last hundred years 
of white women in print advertising. 
April 13, 2015 7:36 PM | by Antwaun Sargent 

As Hillary Clinton gears up for her 
second run for the presidency, artist 
Hank Willis Thomas new photo 
series, Unbranded: A Century of White 
Women, 1915-2015, explores how 
popular images of women’s roles have 
changed over the last century. “As I 
started to think about what’s 
happening now leading up to the 
election, I thought a lot about the 
conversation surrounding Hilary 
Clinton, and the idea that we might 
have our first woman President, “ he 
said the other day at the Jack Shainman 
Gallery in Chelsea. “I wanted to look 
at how perceptions of women’s roles 
and ‘whiteness’ have changed over the 
last century.” 

 
Building on ideas first tackled in his fascinating project, Unbranded: Reflections 
in Black by Corporate America 1968-2008, Thomas’s new show examines how 

Hank Willis Thomas, 2005. Courtesy of the artist and 

Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
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race, class, and sexuality has evolved in mainstream America. Starting with a 1915 
cream of wheat ad that shows two white women being served by a black man, 
Thomas removes the original ad copy to “unbrand” it and remove it from its 
original context. In this way, his images reveal their not-so-hidden messages. 
Touching on gender roles, notions of beauty and desire, Thomas selected only one 
quintessential advertisement for each year between 1915 and 2015. “None of us 
fit into the definition of our demographic,” said Thomas. “By looking at this 
specific demographic a story emerges about how our society values have 
changed,” he explains. An ad for Drummond sweaters shows a man dangling a 
woman by a rope off the side of a mountain as he warmly chats up another young 
man; in another ad from the film Mr. Mom, a woman heads off to work in a suit 
as her male partner stays at home with the kids. “But you have to wonder how far 
have we really come.” He was standing in front of the famed Sex and the City ad 
of a nude Sarah Jessica Parker but nowhere was there a reference to the TV show. 
Thomas had retitled it, When I’m good, I’m very good, but when I’m bad, I’m 
better, 1998/2015.  “We don’t want to deal with the reality,” he said. “We only 
want the fantasy.” 
 
Unbranded: A Century of White Women, 1915 – 2015 is on view at the Jack 
Shainman Gallery’s two outposts in Chelsea through May 23. 
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http://www.wmagazine.com/tags/sarah-jessica-parker
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ART IN REVIEW 

Hank Willis Thomas 

 

Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

A five-channel video presentation of a work in process, “Question Bridge: Black Males.” 

 

By HOLLAND COTTER 
Published: August 1, 2013 
 
Jack Shainman Gallery 
524 West 24th Street, Chelsea 
Through Aug. 23 
 
This show includes some recent sculptures and photographic pieces by an artist who 
has consistently made the pathologies of racism his subject. And he has been 
particularly astute in examining the workings of what W. E. B. Du Bois called double 
consciousness, the condition in which people see themselves reflected, often negatively, 
in the view of others and end up molding their lives to confirm that view. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/v/carol_vogel/index.html


 

Cotter, Holland. “Art in Review––Hank Willis Thomas” (Jack Shainman Gallery exhibition review). The New York Times, 2 August 2013: C25, illustrated. 

The phenomenon is repeatedly addressed in the show’s most significant piece, the five-
channel video installation “Question Bridge: Black Males,” made up of deftly edited and 
interwoven interviews with some 150 African-American men. Students, retirees, 
businessmen, teachers, prison inmates and artists, the speakers grapple, optimistically 
and pessimistically, with questions about why racism in America exists, whether it can 
be changed and, whether it can or can’t, how they can change themselves. 

There are wonderful voices and a lot of wisdom this project, which was created by Mr. 
Thomas and three collaborators, Chris Johnson, Bayeté Ross Smith and Kamal Sinclair. 
It is currently showing in museums, galleries and schools across the country and is a 
work in progress. An interactive online version, questionbridge.com, is scheduled to 
appear in January; whoever signs up can contribute an interview, join the conversation. 
The semi-wraparound gallery presentation is a more passive experience. But the 
material is so compelling, and so much of the moment, that you feel pulled in and part 
of what’s going on. 

A version of this review appeared in print on August 2, 2013, on page C25 of the New York edition with the headline: Hank 

Willis Thomas. 

http://questionbridge.com/


Hank Willis Thomas on Photo-manipulation, Instagram,
and Hybrid Identities

ARTSY EDITORIAL

APR 8TH, 2013 2:42 PM

Hank Willis Thomas unabashedly points his camera toward issues of
identity, race, and class. In this candid interview, he discusses a range of
topics relating to his practice, from voyeurism and Instagram to photo-
manipulation, stereotypes, and hybrid identities.

Artsy: When, and why, did you first pick up a camera?

Hank Willis Thomas: My mother, Deborah Willis, is a photographer,
photo-historian, author, and educator. Cameras have been part of my life
since I can remember.

Artsy: You use photography to raise questions on violence, race, class,

Zero Hour (from Wayfarer series)
Hank Willis Thomas

Goodman Gallery

r Mosley at
, January 17,

yce Carlton Inc.

arch…
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and identity. How is the medium conducive to presenting these issues
in such a powerful way?

HWT: In the United States, every photograph of a person speaks to
issues of race, class, and identity. My fine art photography is simply less
misleading about its intentions. Photography has influenced,
manipulated, and distorted most of our relationships to reality, history,
the representation of others, as well as ourselves. We passively accept
most things we see in photographs as evidence or “truth”.

I use photography to approach these issues because I already know that
the public's eye is trained to subconsciously imbibe images on a massive
scale. For this reason, it is the perfect medium by which to problematize
these things in order to inspire dialogue. And then there is Instagram,
which just makes me feel like my life is more interesting than it is every
time I get a “like” from a stranger. It’s kind of weird how voyeurism and
exhibitionism have become married in such an explicit less shameful way
in recent years.

Artsy: A lot of your work addresses the way pop culture propagates
certain stereotypes. How can we move beyond these paradigms?

HWT: I personally believe that as long as we believe in race, we are
racists. It may seem provocative since the idea of race has very real
consequences for so many of us. We try to pretend racists are devils while
ignoring the societal and institutional foundations of racism. But at the
end of the day, like most things, it’s just a figment of our imagination.
That became so much clearer to me as I’ve traveled around the world,
especially in Africa, Asia, and Europe. Race was created by western
Europeans to explicitly perpetuate their dominance over other peoples
and cultures. It’s worked like a charm in the U.S. especially. But times are
a-changin’. I believe we can start to challenge these paradigms by
becoming more active lookers. Historical consciousness, flexible thinking
and visual literacy are key. When we start to view images as text, we can
start to see the kind of visual coding taking place. All images are
messages. We just need to become active in the discourse rather than
simply being receptors or consumers of images, which is how the public
is trained by popular culture media. Did you ever watch this speech by
Walter Mosley? (see video)

Artsy: You recently photographed Sanford Biggers in half black, half
white makeup. Can you talk about the concept behind this project, as
well as your decision to shoot the images personally?

HWT: There is so much to that piece, it’s hard to summarize and make
sense. First, I am most known for manipulating photographs, but my
training is as a photographer. I've always kept this as part of my practice.
The idea for the “Wayfarer Series” comes from an archival image I found



while doing photo research. It spoke to the idea of hybridity and double-
consciousness. Sanford has explored this in his work for years and I felt
like that collaboration with him would allow me to ponder these ideas on
a different level. Today, nearly everyone is a cultural hybrid. We can’t
just look at skin color to tell us very much about their beliefs, values, and
traditions. I love collaboration because it gives me a chance to think
bigger and in more complex ways about everything. On some level, all of
my work is about framing and context. How and where we are standing,
who is “holding” the frame affects how we perceive the world.

Artsy: What are you up to next?

HWT: I've got a lot of things coming up! I’m really excited about the
range of projects I’ve been involved in. I just completed at 70 foot video
installation called “The Long March” with other members of ©ause
Collective at the Shuttlesworth- Birmingham International Airport. I am
a co-executive producer on my friend Terence Nance’s filmAn
Oversimplification of Her Beauty which is out later this month. My
collaborative project Question Bridge: Black Males is continuing to travel
the country and we are in development of an interactive website with the
support of the California Endowment and Tribeca Film Institute.
Natasha Logan and I just curated an exhibition “White Boys” at
Haverford College featuring a number of peers I admire. And later this
year the Cleveland Museum of Art and Transformer Station in Cleveland
are doing a large survey of my work, which will include the traveling of
the Truth Booth around the city. I’m very excited to see how all of these
projects will evolve. [So are we! Follow Hank on Artsy and Twitter for
updates]

Portrait by Alexis Peskine

http://trailers.apple.com/trailers/independent/anoversimplificationofherbeauty/
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In full costume and make-
up, Sanford Biggers
balances in a one-footed
pose for Hank Willis
Thomas. It’s the last set-up
of a day-long shoot.
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 s Thomas
Stages
aPhoto
Shoot
HOW SANFORD BIGGERS
CAME TO STRIKE
A POSE AS A TWO-FACED
DANDY
By Rachel Wolff 
Photos by Rebecca Robertson
It’s not always quite this bustling, Hank Willis Thomas tells me as we make our way
into his small, fifth-floor studio located in Midtown Manhattan; it’s just when he’s
gearing up for a major project or a show—which, these past few years, has been
more or less his perpetual state. 

With posters, postcards, fabric samples, and mock-ups pinned haphazardly to
the walls, bicycles parked in a corner, and a handful of cluttered workstations
(each anchored by an iMac or a MacBook Pro), the tightly packed space could be
home to any young, energetic, creative New York start-up. And, in a sense, that’s
what it is, with Thomas installed as CEO. 

Four assistants mill about the room. Some tend to administrative duties (e-mail,

Rachel Wolff is a New York–based critic, writer, and editor.P
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scheduling, and the like); others are helping Thomas digitally
plot out potential new works (quilts made out of sports jer-
seys, a mosaic of triangular, glass flag cases filled with brightly
colored spices). They’re friends or friends of friends for the
most part. And, of course, they are artists, working in media
ranging from sculpture to graphic design to computer program-
ming to film. 
“We’re all ethnically different, we come from different places,

we have different cultural backgrounds, we have different ex-
pertise and different interests,” Thomas says. He frequently
asks his assistants for their input—what they see, what they
like, what they feel, what they think. “It’s important to have
heard a diverse group of voices,” he adds. “Especially when
you’re making work that is political or about race and gender.” 
The artist, who trained in photography (first at the Tisch

School of the Arts at New York University and then at the Cal-
ifornia College of the Arts in Oakland, California), has ex-
panded his practice to include text-based pieces, interactive
installations, and reworked and repurposed ads. He focuses,
for the most part, on the ways in which race and gender are
mediated through language, advertising, and popular culture.
Thomas’s 2005–8 series “Unbranded,” for instance, features
ads, geared toward African American consumers, stripped of
their logos and text so that the corporations’ carefully staged

vignettes of black life in America are all that remain. His
2001–11 “B®anded” is a series of composite images that
shrewdly connect the commodification of the African Ameri-
can male body today via sports and advertising with that of
the slave trade. In one image, a muscle-bound chest is speckled
with Nike swoop-shaped scars reminiscent of those left by a
whip’s lacerations. 

Thomas takes me up to the tenth floor, where he has rented an
even smaller, second space just for the run-up to his solo exhi-
bition at New York’s Jack Shainman Gallery (on view through
November 17). The tiny light-filled room contains stacks of
vintage Ebony, Essence, and Jet magazines and a vitrine made
out of Lumisty, a thick, foggy, Plexiglas-like material used in
commercial displays. One assistant is busy executing a series of
text paintings based on Civil Rights–era campaign buttons,
featuring phrases like “Keep the Faith Baby,” “I Am A White
Agitator,” and “100% Efficiency Man.” As for the Lumisty,
Thomas likes the effect—the way it blurs, abstracts, and some-
times hides the image or object behind it, depending on the
angle from which it is viewed, but he’s not yet certain of how
best to use the material.
Indeed, at this moment, Thomas is most excited about two

printouts pinned to the wall. One is a sepia-hued, full-length

Shane Aslan Selzer
steams wrinkles from the
custom-made suit (left)
and compares shoes with
Biggers (center).
Thomas and Selzer inspect
the costume.
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portrait of a late-19th-century African American performer,
dressed in top hat and tuxedo. The right side of his face, hat,
and suit are white, while his left side is presented in black, cre-
ating a sharp, vertical line dividing him in two. The original
image is part of Emory University’s massive holdings of photo-
graphs documenting African American life. 

The picture appeals to Thomas for its “kind of dandyism, but
also its hybridity,” he says. He’s interested in the subject’s mo-
tivation. “We talk about being ‘post-racialism’ now, but this is
somebody who’s unknown and dealing with those things in
the late 19th century.”

The second image is a reasonably well known, albeit some-
what tone-deaf, late-1950s advertisement for Knoll furniture.
It depicts a top-hatted, white chimney sweep lounging in a
luxe red Eero Saarinen “Womb” chair, resting his ash-covered
face on his sooty right hand. Brushes dangle from the fingers
on his left hand, and a noose-evoking rope is coiled loosely
around his left arm. The ad ran in the anniversary issue of the
New Yorker every year from 1957 until 1971. 

“It’s a little bit about blackface and minstrel-sy,” Thomas
says. “I couldn’t figure out what the context was, except for
Mary Poppins, which was out around the same time. But still,
there’s this thing about white men with black covering them.
It’s tens of years away from the minstrel era, and it’s only

slightly different. Race has always been somewhat about
class.”

Thomas wants to build his own take on the subject by com-
bining the two images, riffing on this idea of racial, cultural,
and socioeconomic hybridity, and fleshing out the deceptively
complex characters embedded in each. He has enlisted fellow
artist Sanford Biggers to collaborate and pose.

“I think Sanford’s work has been very much about cultural
hybridity,” Thomas says. “He has done stuff with B-boys and
hip-hop and Buddhism. He’s frequently engaged with that,
and I thought he could be a kind of lens to talk about these
issues.”

Biggers quickly got on board. “I think it’s an American knee-
jerk response to equate black and white with literally blacks
and whites. I want to find a way for it to be more nuanced,” he
says. “And, in fact, I think it did that because this photograph
and the character in it become more about duality and a more
multifaceted being. It’s about the yin and yang, and pathology
and moralism, and life and death. And superego. Those types
of things. Which are things I’ve really been exploring in my re-
cent work as well.”

A month and several brainstorming sessions later, in early
August, the two artists are together on set in a modest photo
studio at NYU (Thomas’s mother, Deborah Willis, is now the

A noose and chain are
among the day’s props (left).
Makeup artist Toby Klinger
touches up Biggers’s
black-and-white face paint
(center).
Lisa Fairstein holds
up one of the images that
inspired the project.
She and Thomas compare it to
Biggers’s pose (right). 
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chair of the department of photography and imaging at Tisch)
along with a crew of seven gaffers, producers, and assistants.
When I get there, Biggers is stealing bites of an egg sandwich
between brushstrokes as the makeup artist applies broad
swaths of black and white pigment to his face; she keeps the
source image of the 19th-century performer firmly in sight. 
The set itself is relatively quiet. Thomas is working with a

few members of his production team on a shot list in a nearby
classroom while his lead gaffer and camera assistant (close
friends and frequent collaborators Kambui Olujimi and Will
Sylvester) take test shots against the white paper background
and tweak and retweak and retweak the lights.
When his makeup is done, Biggers slips on the rest of his

costume: a tuxedo complete with tails, gloves, and a top hat,
all bisected down the same line as his face—half-black, half-
white—and stitched together by Thomas’s friend, pattern-
maker Hilary Smith, from goods produced from the Garment
District and the Internet. Thomas steps behind the camera, a
rented Hasselblad H4, and takes some test shots of his own
as Biggers gets a feel for the lighting and the set. “It’s pretty
weird already,” Thomas says. To which Biggers replies, “That’s
a good sign.”

Biggers moves through a series of theatrical and balletic
poses as Thomas snaps away. Some mimic the source figure’s
dandyish posture, others seem drawn from Kabuki theater,
Grace Jones, Charlie Chaplin, or Fred Astaire. The makeup
artist pops up every so often to touch up Biggers’s face, and
Thomas’s team tugs, tapes, and adjusts his suit between shots
to smooth out any bunching or folds.
Thomas gives direction throughout: “Half smile.” “Look up

proudly to yonder.” “Face me a little more.” “Turn another few
degrees.” “Exaggerate your foot position.” “Suck in your stom-
ach and puff out your chest.” “Let the coat flow a little bit—
let’s see some wagging of the tail.”
The crew orders Thai food for lunch and reconfigures the

studio for the second set-up. They’ve rented the exact same
red Saarinen “Womb” chair that appears in the Knoll ad, but
instead of chimney brushes and a utilitarian rope, Biggers will
clutch a noose, a pair of shackles, a chain, two crosses, and a
red-and-white Nike Air Jordan sneaker in various combina-
tions. Thomas sets the scene: “You’re exhausted. You’re in the
most comfortable chair, and you’re content.”
The third and final set-up involves rented backdrops of a

marbled facade and tiled terrace that suggest the courtyard or

Thomas shoots with
a digital Hasselblad H4,
which is connected to a laptop
and monitor (left).
He and Kambui Olujimi
examine the images (right). 
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garden of an upscale estate. Thomas opts for natural lighting,
asking his crew to strike the blackout shades coating the stu-
dio’s wall of windows. He takes several close-ups and asks Big-
gers to hold a series of geometric poses with his leg extended
behind him. “You’re really good at that,” he tells Biggers while
reviewing his last shot. “It must be all that yoga.”

Two weeks later, I’m back at Thomas’s studio. Many of the
same assistants from the shoot are manning their respective
MacBook Pros. Sylvester is working on an animation for the
Jack Shainman show that starts as a variation of the black na-
tionalist flag and changes kaleidoscopically in response to the
intonation of one’s voice. It will be screened with rousing Civil
Rights–era rhetoric as voiceover.
Thomas has called in his friend Wyatt Gallery, a photographer,

to help him sort through the some 600 shots he snapped of Big-
gers that day at NYU. He has trimmed the selection in half and
spliced together a few stop-motion-style films of Biggers in ac-
tion. Thomas says he’d like to find a way to use them. At this
point, he’s still not sure what final form the piece will take,
though he’s leaning toward an editioned platinum print, which
would fit in the context of the original 19th-century shot.

Thomas is pleased with the results, though, as is Biggers,
who stopped by a few days later to see the images himself. The
two even think this “avatar” could manifest himself in other
scenarios, too—a short film, perhaps, with more of a narrative-
driven approach.
Thomas has come up with something fairly ingenious by the

time we speak the following week. After printing 22 selects
(drawn mostly from set-ups one and three), he inserted several
of them into lightbox-style frames made from Lumisty—the
material I saw in the studio several weeks before. The effect is
remarkable. From the front, the portrait of Biggers is crystal
clear, yet as one moves around it, the image becomes increas-
ingly blurred, ghostlike, and hardly recognizable as a human
being—a fuzzy totem in black, white, and gray.
It is, in that sense, a perfect metaphor for the increasingly

blurry lines of race itself. “I’ve always felt more comfortable in
the gray space,” Thomas says. “I think it’s closer to the truth of
any given scenario. And that was some of the challenge with
this work itself, being half-black, half-white. With my work in
general, I’m very interested in seeing if it works at all and see-
ing if what I was looking at was valid and then from there get-
ting into a deeper idea.” �

Using late afternoon
sunlight instead of strobes,
Thomas took the camera
off its tripod to shoot Biggers
as he moved fluidly against a
faux-marble backdrop
(this page).
Two final works, digital
C-prints from the shoot, both
Untitled, 2012
(following spread).
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McMillan, Illysha. “Strange Fruit: Interview with Hank Willis Thomas.” Art Nouveau, 23 March 2012. 
 

 

Strange Fruit: Interview with Hank Willis Thomas 
March 23, 2012  |  by Ilysha McMillan 
 

 

Hank Willis Thomas latest body of work Strange Fruit expresses the historical truths blacks had to 
endure throughout their journey here in the United States. Hank created vivid comparisons of black 
perception between the pre-slavery era and post-Civil Rights Movement. The irony that drips and 
oozes from his canvas, visually gives a voice to those in history who didn’t have one. Hank’s 
symbolism exposes the role media plays in the down fall of our popular culture. This creative genius 
shed light on the method behind his madness. 
 
Read writer Ilysha McMillan’s conversation with Hank Willis Thomas, exploring images from his 

recently released Strange Fruit body of work. 

 

 

“…Popular culture influences the way we as a culture learn 
and perpetuate stereotypes about ourselves.”  
                                                                 – Hank Willis Thomas 
 

http://hankwillisthomas.com/


McMillan, Illysha. “Strange Fruit: Interview with Hank Willis Thomas.” Art Nouveau, 23 March 2012. 
 

 

Art Nouveau: Which piece came about first and what triggered you to develop that idea into 

your newest collection? 

Hank Willis Thomas: My work is primarily concerned with popular culture, history, and race in 
America, and many of the pieces in this show are building on themes found in older work. I created 
the piece “Hang Time” over a year ago, but had always wanted to photograph more images for the 
series. The rest of the work is a meditation exploring this issue of African American’s complicated 
history with the noose. The opportunity to create a new body of work around these themes was given 
to me by the Corcoran Gallery of Art with support from Jack Shainman Gallery. 

AN: Was there any research done before or during the making of this collection and if so, 

what did you spend most time on? Why? 

HWT: Much of the inspiration for my work comes from history, and the ways cultural history is told. I 
spend a lot of time with archival materials, including texts, magazines, and images from the last 100 
years. The most important book I referenced was Without Sanctuary. 

 
Art Nouveau: What role do you believe the media plays in bringing to life the symbolism you 

used throughout your Strange Fruit collection? 

 
HWT: Strange Fruit is a series of works that is questioning how the media represents and portrays 
black bodies, particularly with regards to their physicality. To me, popular culture influences the way 
we as a culture learn and perpetuate stereotypes about ourselves. 



McMillan, Illysha. “Strange Fruit: Interview with Hank Willis Thomas.” Art Nouveau, 23 March 2012. 
 

 

AN: What influenced you to use the graphics you did for the 4 hanging blacks in the 

“Martyr” piece? 

HWT: Martyr: Lige Daniels, Aug 3, 1920, Center, TX, 2011 

Martyr: Laura Nelson, May 25, 1911, Okemah, OK, 2011 

Martyr: Unidentified Man, 1925, 2011 

Martyr: Clyde Johnson, Aug 3, 1935, Yreka, CA, 2011 

The “Martyr” piece includes images from documentation of lynchings that occurred across the 
southern states of America in the early part of the 20th century. 1940s. The photographs were 
distributed via postcards and collected as paraphernalia. I wanted to see what would happen if we 
were to place victims of lynching in the same way we treat martyrs and religious icons. We preserve 
them in churches windows with stained glass. 

AN: What does the noose represent in our current society? What do you believe needs to 

get accomplished so that we can one day remove the noose from our around our throats? 

HWT: I wonder what it means to you. I’m still investigating that myself. In some of the work 
inStrange Fruit, I was trying to reinterpret the noose–what does it mean when a black man powerfully 
and easily dunks a basketball through a noose? 
 
AN: What are your views on the reoccurring NFL/NBA lockouts and in what ways do you 

represent your views in your recent collection? 

HWT: I believe the lockout somehow brought about the rise of Jeremy Lin. 



McMillan, Illysha. “Strange Fruit: Interview with Hank Willis Thomas.” Art Nouveau, 23 March 2012. 
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in my mind and I thought there
was something interest ing
tha t  could  be  represented
there.

GANDY: Tell me about your
collaborative project Question
Bridge?

THOMAS: The original concept
came from Chris Johnson who
was commissioned in 1996 to cre-
ate a video piece for the Museum
of Photographic Arts in San Di-
ego, CA.  He wanted to make a
piece that encouraged different
aspects of the African American
community to communicate with
one another.  He saw there was a
fissure between those people,
who after integration were able
to leave the community and have
a certain kind of success and
those people who were stuck in
the “hood.”  He wanted to figure
out a way to have them have a
revealing conversation.  He
thought it might be more fruitful
to have conversations mediated
through video to ensure people
listened more effectively.  In 2006,
we revised the project to focus
on Black men.  I realized in the
construction of the Black male
identity there seemed to be no vir-
tues left.  The only virtue that was
left was physical and sexual prow-
ess, if you can call them virtues.
What’s sad is that you can tell
by the way men of my generation
presented themselves they
latched onto that.  Obviously,
there is a whole range of Black
men that live outside of that.  I

    HANK WILLIS THOMAS
was born in Plainfield, New
Jersey in 1976.  His mother is a
photographer and an historian
of African American photogra-
phy and his father is, amongst
other things, a jazz musician.
    Thomas is a photo concep-
tual artist working primarily
with themes related to identity,
history and popular culture.
He received his BFA from New
York University’s Tisch School
of the Arts and his MFA in
photography, along with an
MA in visual criticism, from
California College of the Arts
(CCA) in San Francisco.
    Thomas has acted as a vis-
iting professor at CCA and in
the MFA programs at Mary-
land Institute College of Art
and ICP/Bard and has lectured
at Yale University, Princeton
University, the Birmingham
Museum of Art and the Musée
du Quai Branly in Paris.
    His work has been featured
in many publications including
Reflections in Black (Norton,
2000) 25 under 25: Up-and-
Coming American Photogra-
phers (CDS, 2003), 30 Ameri-
cans (RFC, 2008).  Thomas’
monograph, Pitch Blackness,
was published by Aperture in
2008.  He received a new me-
dia fellowship through the
Tribeca Film Institute and was
an artist in residence at John
Hopkins University.
    He has exhibited in galler-
ies and museums throughout
the U.S. and abroad including
Galerie Anne De Villepoix in
Paris, the Goodman Gallery in
Johannesburg, the Studio Mu-
seum in Harlem, Yerba Buena
Center for the Arts in San Fran-
cisco and the Wadsworth Ath-
eneum in Hartford.  Thomas’
work is in numerous public
col lec t ions  inc luding  The
Whitney Museum of American
Art, the Brooklyn Museum,
The High Museum of Art in
Atlanta and the Museum of
Fine Art in Houston.
    His collaborative projects
have  been fea tured  a t  the
Sundance Film Festival and
installed publicly at the Oak-
land International Airport, The
Oakland Museum of California
and the University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco.  Recent ex-
hibitions include Dress Codes:
The International Center for
Photography’s Triennial of
Photography and Video,
Greater New York at P.S. 1/
MoMa, Contact Toronto Pho-
tography Festival and Hous-
ton Fotofest.  Thomas is rep-
resented by Jack Shainman
Gallery in New York City.
  Recently, I caught up with the
iconic artist in D.C. to discuss
his photographic exhibition
Strange  Frui t  on  v iew a t

By Mira Gandy
Artist & Scribe

NEW YORK ARTS
Hank Willis Thomas — Strange Fruit —
and redefining the Black male identity

Corcoran Gallery of Art and his
innovative trans media project
Question Bridge.

MIRA GANDY: What was the
impetus for your Strange Fruit
series?

HANK WILLIS THOMAS: I am
interested in archival imagery
and what other stories photo-
graphic images tell.  How can an
image speak to a larger issue?  I
was trying to figure out how do
I contend with these images of
lynchings?  I wanted to find a
new way to present and read
them.   I  have  a lways  been
haunted by Nina Simone’s ver-
sion of the song Strange Fruit;
the way she kind of lets so many
of the words linger.  I remember
when I was younger, having that
song in my head.  During that
time it was still legal in the NBA
to make a slam dunk and hang
from the rim.  It was as sign of
triumph.  I thought there was
something interest ing about
these “Black bodies swinging.”
And how lynchings were major
public spectacles of that time and
sports games are major public
spectacles .   I  thought  there
might be this strange connection
to the Black bodies being the
object in both.  I was also think-
ing about ways to combat the
image of the noose and thought,
what if someone was trying to
dunk on the noose.
  This symbol of Black male
power and triumph confronting
the noose.  All this imagery was

wanted to use the Question Bridge
model of Black men asking ques-
tions of other Black men to show
there  is  jus t  as  much range
within any given demographic as
it is outside of it.  So Chris,
Bayete Ross Smith and I started
to travel the country and ask
Black men if they had a question
for another Black man.
  They would ask the question, and
then I had to figure out who could
answer their question.  The most
challenging question for me was
from guy who said, “What is so cool
about selling crack?”  How do you
answer that question?  Through this
exchange, of a stranger asking a
question of another stranger,
there is not just one answer but
infinite answers.  The project has
now grown into a campaign to
represent or redefine Black male
identity.  As collaborators, we
don’t all agree about what Black
identity is.  But we do agree that
a question is more generous than
an answer because a question
provides someone else with a
platform for expression.
    In January 2012, Question Bridge
will travel to the Salt Lake Art Cen-
ter, the Oakland Museum, the Brook-
lyn Museum, Atlanta and the
Sundance Film Festival as an instal-
lation and a 9-12th grade curriculum
piloted in Atlanta, Oakland and New
York.  For more information visit:
www.questionbridge.com and
www.corcoran.org / strange fruit
and www.hankwillisthomas.com
(Photo Credits: Courtesy of the art-
ist and Jack Shainman Gallery, ©
Hank Willis Thomas)Hank Willis Thomas, And One, 2011 Hank Willis Thomas, Strange Fruit, 2011

Hank Willis Thomas (Photo by Rashid Johnson)



an artist explores  
racial identity and  

standards in america

Artist Hank Willis Thomas, whose works 
often focus on themes of identity, history and pop culture, is 
one of 40 contemporary American and African artists whose 
work will be displayed and auctioned during Art for Africa 
New York. The event, sponsored by The Africa Foundation, 
assists orphaned and needy children in southern and eastern 
Africa. A longtime supporter of the foundation, Watch! caught 
up with Thomas, whose works are included in the collections 
of the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York and the 
Museum of Fine Art in Houston, to talk about his creative pro-
cess, inspiration and life experience. — Carrie Mackin

Watch!: Why did you choose the title of Billie Holiday’s song 
“Strange Fruit” for the photograph that you donated?
Hank Willis Thomas: The photograph is very much about race. 
I recently read a book about the black body as spectacle, and it 
made me think about what happens to black athletes who step out 
of line, such as Tiger Woods or Kobe Bryant, and how there’s a dif-
ferent standard in which black athletes are criticized in the media, 
opposed to, say, someone like Ben Roethlisberger. So the work is 
really trying to talk about the complexities of that.
Watch!: Your Branded series and monograph Pitch Blackness 
was a reaction to the shooting of your cousin in 2000. How did that 
affect your work?
Hank: It inspired me to start making work about things that really 
affect real people. I was interested in violence and experience as 
related to the black male body and commodity culture, so my cous-
in’s murder really inspired me to explore that.
Watch!: Your background is in photography, although you do work 
in other mediums as well. Do you prefer one to the other?
Hank: I’ve started thinking of myself less as a photographer and 
more of a photoconceptual artist or new media artist. I want to 
make work that speaks about popular culture but isn’t limited to 
just being about one medium, although I have the most fun with 
photography. I can retouch or remove text or objects or images as 
a way of retelling history.
Watch!: You’ve traveled to Africa over the past several years. How 
do you interpret race relations there, and has that influenced you?
Hank: I’ve been to Ghana, Angola, Senegal and South Africa, and 
those countries have very different relationships to race or black-
ness, specifically because there are so many diverse ethnicities 
on the continent. I feel that South Africa’s relationship to race is 
understood the same way as it is in the U.S., due to its relatively 
recent relationship with apartheid, whereas in Senegal there isn’t 
such a highly visible class of Europeans who dominated the culture 
and identity. My first trip to South Africa really made me realize that 
blackness is a cultural fabrication; when one country or countries 
don’t agree what it means to be black, there has to be something 
wrong with the notion. That’s when I started to question the rel-
evance of race defined by others.
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Hank Willis Thomas, 
below, donated the 

photo Strange Fruit, 
right, to an exhibit of 

artwork that will be 
auctioned in November 

to benefit The Africa 
Foundation.

Art for Africa New York will be 
on display at Sotheby’s New York, 

1334 York Ave., beginning Nov. 12, 
and will conclude with an auction 

Nov. 17. africafoundation.org
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Hank Willis Thomas 
Things That Make You Go Hmmmmm?!!  
Year: 2000  
Original Photographer: Unknown  
Original Ad: Nissan Cars  
 
"This was the first of the series because someone gave me this image and said I 
should do something with it. It became clear to me that truth is stranger than 
fiction and that by merely removing the text and logo from the advertisement you 
would never know this was an ad for a Japanese car."  

Unbranded: Reflections in Black by Corporate America 1968-2008,” part of a 
new installation at the Brooklyn Museum of Art, is a project by artist Hank Willis 
Thomas. Appropriating ads that have targeted the black audience over the last 40 
years, Thomas uses their images to explore identity, history and popular culture.  

http://lightbox.time.com/author/hanifaharis/
http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/unbranded/


By “unbranding” photographs—digitally removing the logos and text—Thomas 
allows the viewer to view the image, now stripped of its sale pitch, to take hard 
look at the way the advertising industry—and society at large—uses photography 
to reinforce generalizations about race and gender. 

In an interview with TIME, Thomas shared his inspiration, process and 
technique: 

What inspired you to start working on this project? 

The Unbranded project is a response to a project of mine called B®anded [In 
that project, Thomas took ad copy and superimposed it over photographs, for 
example taking MasterCard copy and pasting over a photograph of a funeral]. 
There I was thinking about how black bodies were branded as a sign of ownership 
during slavery, and how their descendants bodies are branded today through 
corporate advertising. Unbranded came about when I realized that I could say 
more by using real ads as a form of cultural critique. 

What is  interesting to you about that time period? 

With the murder of Martin Luther King, 1968 became the symbolic end of the 
Civil Rights Movement. I wanted to track “blackness” in the corporate eye during 
this amazing period of progress, which is book-ended by the assassinations of 
Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King and the election of Barack Obama. 

Can you tell us a bit about the provenance of the photographs you picked? 

Most of the people making decisions in advertising then, and now, are white 
males.  I was interested in how white male interpretations of “black” identity 
shaped aspects of African American lives. The photographers of most of these 
images are unknown. I feel its integral to understand that these images are 
essentially created by our society, and that I did not contribute to, nor claim any 
authorship, of them. 

What sorts of advertisements were you most drawn to? 

http://hankwillisthomas.com/#/Recent/Branded%20/7


I chose two ads for every year, trying to find as broad a range of ads as possible 
from films, foods, clothing, cigarettes and alcohol. What I’m most interested in 
these ads is not only how other people see black Americans, but also how we see 
ourselves. Part of advertising’s success is based on its ability to reinforce 
generalizations developed around race, gender and ethnicity which are generally 
false, but [these generalizations] can sometimes be entertaining, sometimes true, 
and sometimes horrifying. 

While selecting ads and seeing the recurrence of common threads in 
advertisements, what did you find most intriguing? 

I saw a lot ads for cigarettes, alcohol and hair care products. And themes of 
romance, family, and seduction and humor were common in all. I find it most 
intriguing that most of the ads appear to have nothing to do with the product 
once they are unbranded. 

To view more work by Hank Willis Thomas, visit hankwillisthomas.com 

 
 

http://hankwillisthomas.com/
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