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Artist Hank Willis Thomas in his Brooklyn studio on May 31. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post)

By Robin Givhan

August 16, 2024 at 8:00 a.m. EDT

he artist Hank Willis Thomas reclines in a chair on the second floor of his studio in Brooklyn where he’s
surrounded by inspiring clutter — books about art and photography, as well as a model of one of his own
monumental sculptures — and considers a question: How important are Black collectors in elevating the
voices of Black artists? Thomas has benefited from the attentions of prominent collectors, most notably


https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/?itid=sn_style_1/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/style/power/?itid=sn_style_2/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/style/media/?itid=sn_style_3/
https://washingtonpost.com/style/fashion/?itid=sn_style_4/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/style/of-interest/?itid=sn_style_5/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/robin-givhan/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/robin-givhan/?itid=ai_top_givhanrd
https://www.washingtonpost.com/style/?itid=sn_style_title

the late Peggy Cooper Cafritz of Washington, one of his earliest champions. And for that, he is grateful. Still, he has a

problem with the entire premise of the question.

His first worry is in ascribing outsize importance to a collector because that would suggest that those who don’t have
the financial resources to purchase original works but who nonetheless are deeply engaged with art, who are moved
and changed by it, are unimportant. That concern we’ll get to in a bit.

The bigger issue is the matter of race, which always leaves him in knots.

“The impacts of race are real, but race itself is a fabrication. So when I talk about race, I do it with a suspension of
disbelief. T cannot talk about race without in some way upholding white supremacy, because race was created to say
that certain people are better than others,” he says. “A lot of people who want to pretend that race isn’t real use it as
a tool to ignore the impact of institutional racism and white supremacy.

“And so there I am: [Race] is not real. But the impacts are real! But it shouldn’t exist. But it does!” He says this with

an exasperated chuckle; his head whips from side to side as he mimes this philosophical tug-of-war.

“So therein lies the problem of attempting to talk thoughtfully about it,” he continues. “It’s kind of like saying: ‘Don’t
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look at the spot on my shirt. Don’t look at the stain on my shirt.” And as soon as he says this, the mark on his shirt
becomes a magnet for your gaze. The more you try not to inspect what appears to be a dark splotch on his red shirt,
the more desperate you are to stare at it. The more it becomes an obsession. But ignoring the stain doesn’t mean the

shirt is pristine.



Thomas's “The Cotton Bowl” (2011). (Hank Willis Thomas)

Thomas, 48, began his career in photography, where some of his most compelling work explored the inequities in
professional sports, the commodification of Black bodies and contemporary colonialism. He examines race by

settling into its complexity: from the absurdity of categorizing people by skin color to the terrorism that doing so has
spawned. In a work titled “The Cotton Bowl,” from 2011, for example, Thomas positions two male figures across from
each other — one a Black sharecropper, wearing a frayed straw hat, bent low in a cotton field, and the other a Black
football player crouched down on the playing field. Their strikingly similar stances force uncomfortable questions.
What'’s the distance the country has traveled as measured by the livelihoods of these two men? How has Black

muscle, pain and stamina fueled economic systems from one century into the next?

Over the years, Thomas has blossomed into a public artist. His large-scale sculptures, often inspired by photographs,
are now part of landscapes across the country. He’s an artist in conversation with whole communities, not just
gallerygoers and collectors. He’s quick to criticize this country’s institutions, but he still has great respect for them
and is willing to engage on their turf. He loves mixing it up and posing questions; he has also suffered the slings and

arrows of the body politic as well as social media.

After years of raising questions about the sports-industrial complex, Thomas accepted a commission from the NFL
and created “Opportunity (reflection),” which was installed at the 2023 Super Bowl in Arizona. The 10-foot-tall
stainless steel sculpture is composed of a single, disembodied arm reaching skyward to catch a football. The

sculpture echoes the gloss of the Vince Lombardi Trophy; it celebrates the athletic body and its ability to uplift entire

communities, yet it omits the athlete as a distinct and whole individual. That same year, “The Embrace” was unveiled
in Boston. The monument to the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King is based on a photograph of the
couple hugging after he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964.



The sculpture depicts only the couple’s arms, shoulders and hands. While some have found it moving, it has also
been criticized as “awkward” and “aesthetically unpleasant.” A cousin of Coretta Scott King even wrote that it

resembled “a pair of hands hugging a beefy penis.”

“I can’t say that my ego wasn’t a little bit hurt because I want everyone to love me and love everything — to see my
best intentions,” Thomas said. “There’s artworks that I hated that, like, now that’s a brilliant work of art. That’s also
why I give space for people who may have hated “The Embrace’ when they saw it online, or maybe they even hated it
when they saw it in person, to imagine how they’ll think about it in 20, 30, 40, 100 years.”

Thomas explores the tensions that emerge between what people see and what’s actually present. How people
perceive places, individuals and ideas is dependent on where they’re standing, whether it be from a position of
privilege or disenfranchisement, wealth or poverty, curiosity or rigidity, the front of the line or the back of the crowd.

In the moment or 20 years hence.

“The Embrace” honors the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and his wife, Coretta Scott
King, in Boston. (Heidi Besen/Shutterstock)

A detail of “The Embrace” from January 2023. (Craig F. Walker/The Boston Globe/
Getty Images)



At a time when we are tasked with inspecting the stability of our democracy, with finding the cracks, plastering them
over and hoping that the whole will be made stronger after the mending, Thomas seems especially suited to our
challenges. He has posed questions about some of the most pressing concerns facing the country. He’s collaborated

on a memorial for gun violence. He’s an instigator of the For Freedoms project, which uses artwork to inspire civic

engagement. He’s one of the creators of the Truth Booth, a traveling exhibition that provides a space for people to
document themselves as they speak honestly about ... anything. And this year, he was named the Harman/Eisner
artist in residence at the Aspen Institute.

Thomas strives to link our past to our future, to communicate urgent and difficult ideas when words fail us, when
politicians make matters worse, and when moralists and terrorists all lay claim to God’s unique favor. As we struggle
to communicate across the divides — political, racial and demographic — perhaps a monumental sculpture or a
disruptive photograph can help us better recognize each other’s humanity.

Thomas in his Brooklyn studio. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post)
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“Thought leadership does not solely come in the form of those who have written books and political commentators,”
said art and cultural historian Sarah Lewis, who was onstage with Thomas at the Aspen Ideas Festival in June.
“History shows us that many of the drivers of transformative change in the national discourse come from the work of

visual artists. And I think Hank Willis Thomas is foremost among them in his generation.”

Yet despite his subject matter and the urgency of his beliefs, Thomas would not call himself an activist. It’s a term he
says is often interpreted as synonymous with self-righteousness. “If I say I'm an activist, it’s like: ‘Oh, you know
what’s right. You know what’s wrong.’ I don’t really know if I know what’s right or if I know what’s wrong. I know

that there are questions I can ask that hopefully will get to a thoughtful answer,” he said.
“Artists at their core — the best artists — I think are asking really critical questions of the time.” The right questions

can make us think deeply, broadly and empathetically. Thomas doesn’t claim to have all the answers, or really any

answers. And that may be precisely what makes his work so illuminating.

Inside Thomas's studio. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post)



Casts of Thomas's face hang in his studio in May. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post)

homas’s graffitied studio is in a neighborhood that once was described as part of working-class
Bushwick but, as the area’s fortunes changed, became known as East Williamsburg. It sits on a street
that is often blocked by industrial trucks and filled with the sound of forklifts in reverse. It’s an area
where things are made: shelves, windows, doors. But it’s also a neighborhood of ideas, emotions and
possibilities. Artists work here.

Many of the pieces in his studio incorporate retro reflective sheeting. The material is commonly used for road signs.
On a dark highway, they become visible only in the glare of a car’s headlights. For Thomas, these pieces, which draw
on archival photographs and historical texts, underscore his desire to challenge viewers to see what’s right in front of
them but not always obvious. At first glance, there’s a blur of faces, maybe. A surreal landscape of coal-black sky and
azure-blue sea. But if you shine a bright light on one of these works, a whole universe reveals itself. In one especially
moving example, what looks like a fuzzy image of an American flag is actually a reimagined Dorothea Lange

photograph of a group of schoolchildren in San Francisco reciting the Pledge of Allegiance before the Japanese
American students were sent to a World War II prison camp. Quite simply, Thomas is inviting viewers to shine a
light on the truth about our past.



Thomas works on “Untitled (Godspeed)” (2024) at his studio. Many of his works draw on archival photographs and historical
(Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post) texts, challenging viewers to see what’s in front of them but not
always obvious. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post)

“He’s engaged with this legacy, a much longer legacy, that really begins with Frederick Douglass and was reanimated
with W.E.B. Du Bois and Alain Locke and that is current today — that’s asking fundamental questions about what
must art be in political life today,” said Lewis, author of “The Unseen Truth: When Race Changed Sight in America.”

“He’s studied the photographic archive of rights-based movements around the world and has grown up with the
extraordinary [artist and historian] Deborah Willis as his mother. And what that’s given him as a conceptual artist is
the dexterity and depth of knowledge to see what needs a spotlight on it. Scholars shine a spotlight on the archives

through books; he’s doing so through the medium of the public monument.”

One of the most significant collections of Thomas’s sculptures is in Montgomery, Ala. They’re installed in each of the
three Legacy Sites created by the Equal Justice Initiative — an organization focused on mass incarceration, racial

inequality and the perilous aftereffects of slavery. Founded by lawyer Bryan Stevenson, whose life and work were

depicted in the film “Just Mercy,” the nonprofit is best known as a law firm of last resort, one that has helped free
the wrongfully convicted from death row.

“I see my work as a brushstroke in Bryan Stevenson’s masterpiece,” Thomas said.



Thomas's “A Luta Continua.” (The artist and Jack Shainman Gallery)

A detail from “A Luta Continua.” (The artist and Jack Another view of “A Luta Continua.” The title, which means “the
Shainman Galle struggle continues,” references a protest anthem from Mozambique’s
I'y) fight for independence. (The artist and Jack Shainman Gallery)



Many things distinguish the museum and the two monuments, but most significant is their refusal to view slavery as
only a historical blight, one cut off from the present day and society’s current woes. The museum follows the thread

of slavery through to its 21st-century iteration as mass incarceration and disenfranchisement.

In the museum, in a room that addresses race and policing, guests can settle into a space modeled after the visitors
room of a prison, pick up a phone and hear the story of an incarcerated man or woman. Thomas’s “A Luta Continua”
hangs nearby. The aluminum sculpture is reminiscent of a pillory with disembodied hands reaching through small,
round portholes. The sculpture is based on a 1992 photograph by Catherine Ross of arrested demonstrators being
driven away from the Supreme Court in Johannesburg during the fall of apartheid. The title, which means “the
struggle continues,” references a protest anthem from Mozambique’s fight for independence. But the phrase has

been used all over the world by LGBTQ+ activists and racial justice organizers.

The National Memorial for Peace and Justice, which sits atop a grassy hill, within eyeshot of modest homes, honors

the victims of lynching throughout this country. Oxidized rectangular boxes hang overhead. Each is engraved with
the name of a county and the names of those known to have been lynched there. The vastness of the memorial makes
clear that this was not simply a Deep South scourge. The memorial includes duplicate markers fashioned for local
installation for a more intimate form of reckoning in town squares across this country. Long rows of them lie on a hill

like coffins awaiting proper burial.

Thomas's “Raise Up” at the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Ala. (Brynn Anderson/AP)
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Just down the hill, on an expanse of lush grass, one finds “Raise Up.” Thomas’s 25-foot-long bronze-and-cement
sculpture was inspired by a photograph from the 1960s of Black South African miners who were forced to endure a
group medical examination in the nude. The sculpture has the men embedded in a cement wall up to their
shoulders. Their arms are raised overhead. The gesture calls to mind the humiliations of enslaved Black men on the
auction block in the 19th century. It speaks to the 20th-century rise of stop-and-frisk policies and the designation of
a multitude of young Black men as persons of interest, suspects and criminals. Yet that same stance became an
expression of rebellion during the racial justice protests of the 21st century. The men are not all the same height, and
so some look as though they are just barely able to keep their heads above the wall of concrete. One, whose torso tilts

forward, looks as though he might have the power to break free.

The third and newest site formally opened on Juneteenth. The Freedom Monument Sculpture Park abuts the
Alabama River and is bounded by railroad tracks, the same tracks used to transport enslaved men, women and
children to be sold into fresh horrors. The park narrates the story of slavery and its aftermath entirely through the
questions posed by visual artists. Thomas’s work stands out, even amid extraordinary sculptures by Simone Leigh,
Theaster Gates and Kwame Akoto-Bamfo. Thomas’s “Strike” is situated amid the site’s luxuriant trees and russet
earth. “Strike” is almost blinding in the bright summer sun, as it’s formed from polished stainless steel. Two
disembodied arms rise from the ground. One hand wielding a nightstick is grasped at the wrist by another hand. The

result is a triangle of violence and resistance, a tension between what is and what doesn’t have to be.

Art can till the soil so change can sprout. It poses questions that have become verboten elsewhere.

“I saw the law and the expansion of rights as the primary way to advance justice, and I still think there’s obviously an
important role for that,” Stevenson said. “But 15 years ago I began to realize we probably couldn’t win Brown versus
Board of Education today. I'm not sure our [Supreme] Court today would do something that disruptive on behalf of

a disfavored group.

“There’s a critical role for artists in cultural spaces and storytellers to play. Our legal system is still capable of doing
all the things that justice requires, it’s just stuck. It’s having a moment where it’s losing its courage,” Stevenson said.
“Some people initially see ‘Strike,” and they see an act of violence. They see the baton and the hand. In my view, it’s a
gesture of trying to stop violence, not just resist but to stop. It’s an effort toward moving us toward something

nonviolent, something that is more like peace. It’s shiny, and it’s beautiful, and it’s big.”
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Thomas at his Brooklyn studio in May. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post)

he artist himself is not a scene-stealer. He doesn’t demand the attention that his work compels. With a
modest build, a medium-brown complexion and close-cut hair, Thomas is a background player. He
doesn’t dress flamboyantly to muster attention, to make himself into a brand or to quietly signify power

or cool. The first word that comes to mind to describe him is calm.

“Hank is eternally hopeful,” said Lewis, the historian, who has known Thomas for some 20 years. “That’s where the

calm comes from. His calm demeanor drives his sense of possibility.”

In a time of yelling, protesting and punching up as well as down, Thomas has the manner of a patient professor. He
could almost get lost in a crowd were it not for his sizable reputation. His work speaks loudly and incautiously. “And
One,” a photograph depicting two young Black men in a basketball pas de deux, their arms outstretched toward a
noose rather than a net, can make you gasp. His art can be simultaneously sleek and caustic, leaving you at a loss for
words. What bubbles up can be anger, bemusement and recognition. They are questions masquerading as emotions.



Thomas's “And One” (2011). (Hank Willis Thomas)

Thomas is among a group of artists that includes Amy Sherald, LaToya Ruby Frazier, Derrick Adams, Devin Allen

and Mickalene Thomas, who gathered this year at Cipriani, on a balmy evening in New York, for the annual gala

celebrating the legacy of photographer Gordon Parks, who died in 2006. Parks’s artistry blossomed from the 1950s
to the 70s as he documented the civil rights movement and labor unions. Thomas and his cohort have turned their
attention to environmental racism, imbalances in the criminal justice system and our shared but disputed American

history, as well as the quiet protest inherent in displays of Black leisure and joy.

“Gordon Parks is an artist who opened so many doors for people like my mother,” Thomas said. “My parents’
generation was the first generation of African Americans to really get a crack at freedom. And many of them just
knocked down so many doors and so many walls that people like me didn’t face nearly the amount of adversity that

they did. And people behind us, they barely know it’s there.”

As Thomas and other artists table-hopped during dinner and took selfies that night, one of the older guests, herself a
photographer, marveled at their freedom and confidence. This generation doesn’t seem to struggle with their place
in the world of galleries, private collections and museums. They seem unencumbered by doubt. They’ve decided for
themselves what a win looks like, and they’ve created their own opportunities. For many of them, the internet

changed everything because it siphoned control away from traditional stakeholders.



Artwork in the artist's studio. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post)

“Before social media and the internet, the gatekeepers had a lot of power,” Thomas said. “The entrepreneurial
mindset that [social media] sparked in the past 20-plus years across the world has also been exhibited in the art

world.”

Thomas, however, is more of an institutionalist — despite his significant presence on social media. He’s married to
curator Rujeko Hockley. He does TED Talks with his mother. Institutions were part of his childhood. He was a

beneficiary of them, and now he works within them.

Thomas, who was born in New Jersey, was the sort of child who was perpetually staring at the men and women who
surrounded him. All children tend to have an uninhibited curiosity, but Thomas would let his gaze linger for an
uncomfortably long time. He was fascinated by family photo albums filled with pictures of relatives he didn’t know,
and he pestered his elders with questions about who they were but also about how the photographs were made. His
eyes are the first thing you notice about the adult Thomas. They’re large, dark; they define his face. And he’s still

asking questions. It takes a studio of more than a dozen people to facilitate all his curiosity.
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Inside Thomas's studio in May. (Makeda Sandford for The A magquette of “With These Hands, a Memorial to the

Washington Post) Enslaved and Exploited,” a public artwork opening at
Davidson College in North Carolina next year. (Makeda
Sandford for The Washington Post)

Thomas spent his high school years in Washington, where his mother worked for the Smithsonian Institution. He
attended the Duke Ellington School of the Arts, which was co-founded by Cafritz, and where he did not aspire to be
an artist. A close friend to his family, Claudine Brown, who led an advisory board for what eventually became the
National Museum of African American History and Culture, also worked with the Duke Ellington School, which had

recently launched a museum studies program.

“She invited me to be part of the first class of that program,” Thomas said. “The luxury of it was that you didn’t have
to have any express talent, which meant that we were the laughingstock of the high school. But it also taught me
something that most people don’t really get in high school. We were taught critical thinking. We were given access to

primary documents, to history, and were invited to curate exhibitions at the National Museum of American History.”



In the artist's studio. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington Detail of a prototype for a new sculpture titled
Post) “Community” (2024). (Makeda Sandford for The Washington
Post)

Thomas studied photography at New York University. He went to graduate school in Oakland, Calif., with the idea
that he would go into the film industry, not as a director but as a Foley artist, the person responsible for the everyday
sounds heard in movies such as the clickety-clack of heels on marble floors. In hindsight, it’s as though Thomas was
in constant conversation with the art world but unwilling to fully commit to it. He calls it being on a “path of

curiosity.” And then, his photography was noticed by New York’s Jack Shainman Gallery.

“I didn’t really know anything about New York galleries,” Thomas said. “They were like: ‘Oh, we like your work. Can
we show it?’ I was like, ‘Okay!’ The first pictures were sold for like five or six hundred dollars in 2004; I was like, if T

sell a few of these a month, I can make a living.”

He has done so by continuing on his path of curiosity and asking questions.



Thomas's “Unity” (2019) in New York. (Matthew Lapiska, NYC Department of Design and
Construction)

ow might future generations look back on these times? The Supreme Court has dealt affirmative action
a nearly lethal blow. The John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act floats in limbo. The George Floyd
Justice in Policing Act has yet to become law. Discussions about systemic racism have become a source
of legal battles and civic outrage. Our systems are stuck. Institutions are imperiled. But the artists ...

they continue their interrogation.

In Montgomery, each year since the first of the Legacy Sites opened in 2018, a half-million people have faced our

country’s past as well as its present. They’ve been drawn there, in part, by Thomas and his artistic cohort.

“We’re all part of the problem we’re trying to fix,” Thomas said. “But that shouldn’t stop us from putting in our
effort.”

Thomas heads downstairs in his studio. (Makeda Sandford for The Washington
Post)
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People Everyday with
Hank Willis Thomas

July 02,2025
People Everyday, on view at the Liu Shiming
Art Foundation through July 31st, is a show
that brings together two seemingly distant
practices—those of Hank Willis Thomas
and Liu Shiming—into conversation. One is
a contemporary American artist working
across photography, sculpture, and public
art to interrogate media, history, and
power; the other, a Chinese sculptor who
quietly chronicled everyday life in 20th-
century China through figurative bronze.
What connects them isn’t style or
geography, but a shared commitment to
representing ordinary people with clarity,
care, and intentionality.

This conversation between Hank and |,
moderated by journalist Andy Serwer, was a
full-circle moment for me. Hank was one of
the first artists who shaped my
understanding of art as political and
cultural work, and my own creative practice
began in part through working with him
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years ago. Here, we unpack not only our
collaRoration, but how this exhibition
functions as a kind of counter-narrative—
one that values nuance, connection, and
shared humanity over spectacle. While the
world feels increasingly fractured, People
Everyday looks for echoes—between lives,
between histories, and ways of seeing the
world.

Introduction By Emann Odufu
Interviewer By Andy Serwer

Aritst Hank Willis Thomas, Liu Shiming
Photography By Elijah Mogoli

ANDY SERWER-So you guys working together is really interesting. Maybe that's a good starting
point. Can you talk a little bit about your collaboration—how you two met, how far back does it go,
and how deep is it?

EMANN ODUFU-It's actually really interesting how much of a full circle moment this is. | feel like |
first started learning about Hank through a book titled Who We Be: The Colorization of America by
Jeff Chang. That was around 2014. It was one of those books that shaped how | understand the
intersection of art, politics, and culture. There was a chapter that focused on Hank and some other
artists, but Hank really stood out to me. Later | saw a posting on NYFA for an internship with Hank.
This was around 2016. | applied and got the gig. That’s how | ended up in his studio. One of the
projects | got to a on was In Search of the Truth — a public art piece that’s a giant speech bubble you
can walk into and answer the prompt: "What is the truth?" We toured it across the country during the
2016 presidential election. It gave me an on-the-ground understanding of how people felt about
politics, identity, and more. And through that process, | really came to understand Hank’s practice on
a deeper level.

AS-So what year was that again?

EO-2016.

AS-0K, so nine years ago. So you cold-called him, basically?

EO-VYeah.

HANK WILLIS THOMAS-Emann is a man of many talents and deep curiosity. He always wants
to engage and bring people together. The Truth Booth project was a great opportunity for that—we

were literally inviting strangers to open up and be vulnerable. They took it to 35 different cities. | only
made it to a few because | was also launching For Freedoms that year. But Emann and | stayed in
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touch. He later interviewed me for Office Magazine, and | believe we’ve had at least one public
convdisation before this. | think he even curated some of my work for another project.

EO-Yeah, we brought a few of the Unbranded works into a prominent ad agency in NYC. It was

about sparking dialogue around how advertising shapes perceptions and using Hank’s work as a tool
to disrupt that.

“We were literally inviting
strangers to open up and
be vulnerable.”

AS-Hank, | want to ask you about your work—especially in conjunction with Liu Shiming. Your art
clearly draws from both the modern and the historical. How do you see your art evolving in that
continuum, and where does Liu’s work intersect with yours?

HWT-One of the most profound things about Liu Shiming’s work is how timeless it feels. Even
though many of his pieces are decades old, they could have been made yesterday. The figures, the
postures, the situations they reflect—they're still relevant. | come from a different background as a
photographer, as an American. But like Liu, I've always been drawn to observing the everyday. My
work often reframes historical moments—especially those involving people engaged in nonviolent
civic action. In a moment where that kind of activism feels urgent again, | think there’s a powerful
resonance. Seeing Liu’s work made me reflect on how subtle, poetic gestures can hold just as much
weight as overt activism.

AS-That leads to a question about political identity in art. Some artists are labeled activists, some
aren’t. How do you see yourself? Is it binary, or more of a spectrum?
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HWT-AIl art is political. In Western society, art functions like a kind of cultural currency. If it weren’t
noliti€d], cultural institutions wouldn’t be seen as threats by governments. Even abstraction can be
threatening—because it asks people to engage with their heart, not just their intellect. That alone
makes it provocative.

AS-Emann, what about you?

EO-I wouldn’t call this exhibition overtly political. But | do think it expresses a kind of quiet
resistance. Liu Shiming’s work often operates that way—it’s poetic, reflective, rooted in a shared
human experience. The political message is more implicit than explicit. And in that sense, it can
sometimes reach people more deeply.

AS-Let’s talk about curating this show. What was the process like? Where did you start?

EO-My brain naturally looks for connections. When | first visited the Liu Shiming Foundation and
learned about the artist’s work, one phrase kept coming up: "everyday people." That stuck in my
mind.

Then | thought of the song "Everyday People" by Sly and the Family Stone. | kept playing it during the
early stages of planning the show. | was also listening to the Arrested Development version, which
samples the original. Both are calls for unity. Originally | wanted the show to be titled Everyday
People. But Hank suggested flipping it to People Everyday, which felt more contemporary. It created
a more active tone. And the title captures what ties these two artists together—their radical care for
everyday life, for ordinary people.

“All art is political. Even
abstraction can be
threatening—because it
asks people to engage
with their heart, not just
their intellect”

AS-Hank, what was your reaction to seeing your work alongside Liu’s?



https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemagazine.net/

HWT-| was honestly moved. It’s rare to have such a direct dialogue between your work and another
artist® | saw echoes in form and theme that | hadn’t expected. The wrestling pieces, for example,
really resonated with my work The Embracein ways | didn’t anticipate. it speaks to this idea that
artists, across time and cultures, can tap into a collective unconscious.

AS-And this evolution of your practice—from photography into sculpture, public art, and more—
how do you decide which direction to go next?

HWT-| studied photography at NYU, and right after | graduated, the iPhone came out. Suddenly
everyone was a photographer. That shifted my relationship to the medium. My photos were always
more conceptual anyway. So | started exploring other ways to express those ideas.

Take The Embrace, for instance. It’s a 24-foot monument in Boston Common honoring Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. and Coretta Scott King. It's based on a photograph taken the day he received the
Nobel Peace Prize. | focused on just the hug, turning it into a sculptural form. While I'm not sculpting
in the traditional sense like Liu did, | am sculpting in my mind, using digital tools to render emotion
and meaning in physical form.

AS-Does working in public space change how you think about your art?

HWT-Absolutely. When work is in a public space, it belongs to everyone. That’s humbling. Most
people won’t stop to analyze it, but maybe they'll glance at it. In a gallery, it’s more intimate. People
come because they want to engage. That kind of attention is an honor. It means something.

AS-Emann, as a curator, what do you aim to accomplish? What resonates most for you?

EO-I see art making and curation as a form of storytelling, sublimation, and symbolism. The artist
brings symbols into the work, consciously or not. As a curator, | add another layer of interpretation.
And when | put two artists’ works together, I'm creating new symbols and meanings.

For instance, someone might be drawn to the connection between Hank’s Godspeed series and Liu’s
boat sculptures. Others might resonate with the pairing of The Embrace and Cutting Through
Mountains to Bring in Water. The goal is to make space for layered interpretation, to let people find
their own way into the show.

AS-Can you both speak about one of the specific pairings? Like Archimedean Solid and Measuring
Land?

EO-The maps we use to navigate the world reflect man-made borders—constructs we've created.
Liu Shiming’s Measuring Land was one of his breakthrough works early in his career. It’s such a
foundational idea—literally, how we make maps: by measuring land, plotting, dividing. | thought
pairing this piece with Hank’s work spoke to how we think about territory and society today. It also
made me reflect on how borders—whether natural ones like rivers and mountains or political ones—
shape our lives. These lines aren't neutral. They’re tied to current events and geopolitical tensions,
both here and abroad.

AS-And what’s the medium? What is that piece made from?

HWT-It’s made from retro reflective vinyl. Like a lot of the work downstairs, this piece has two
viewing modes. Under normal light, it looks one way, but when you shine a flash or a flashlight on it,
you see it’s actually a collage of hundreds of photographs—most of people participating in
nonviolent civic actions around the world.

The shape is inspired by Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion Map. He was fascinated by the idea of using
technology to measure and more accurately represent the Earth’s surface. There’s also this concept
he explored called the "polydetahedron"—a series of 13 triangular forms used to rethink the world’s
shape. We usually think of the Earth as a sphere, but it’s more like...a potato.
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Andy (laughs)-Right—something you could unpeel.

Q

HWT-Exactly. And all maps, to some extent, are distortions. The iercator projection, which most
of us are familiar with, was created by northern Europeans who exaggerated their own region’s scale,
which had lasting effects on how we perceive global importance. This piece tries to reimagine a
more democratized version of mapping—something both Liu and | are exploring: how people shape
space and reality through measurement.

“Artists, across time and
cultures, can tap into a
collective unconscious.”

AS-Didn’t expect we'd get into Buckminster Fuller. The geodesic dome guy, right? Love that. You

were telling me earlier about discovering this reflective material. Can you share that?

HWT-Yeah. | hope everyone gets to see the show downstairs, if you havent already. The two-
dimensional works down there are made using retroreflective vinyl—the same material found on
street signs. It reflects light directly back to its source, so at night, a stop sign only lights up when a
car’s headlights hit it. | was interested in taking this material—used for wayfinding—and repurposing
it to explore history. Because history itself can be distorted or obscured. Using light to reveal layers
beneath the surface became a metaphor for illuminating forgotten or overlooked narratives. The first
time | saw the material was in a sign shop. | had this epiphany: if | printed green ink on green
retroreflective vinyl, it would disappear. But if | printed blue on blue, it would become visible. That
sparked the idea of working with visibility and invisibility—literally and metaphorically.

AS-Do you have to prompt yourself to have these kinds of revelations? Is it a discipline, or do they
just hit?

HWT-Good question. If | could prompt myself on demand, I'd probably be much happier. (laughs)
AS-Yeah, it's that pressure. You sit there thinking, “I| have to come up with something”
HWT-James Baldwin once said the artist’s struggle for integrity must be seen as a universal human
struggle—to become truly human. That quote stays with me. In my work, I’m just trying to be the
best version of myself—and often failing. But artists get comfortable with that—failing, and doing so

publicly.

AS-Don’t be so hard on yourself! But that’s part of the territory, right? | avoided becoming an artist
for that reason. Though my field has its failures too. Also, props on quoting Baldwin—that’s no small
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feat. His sentences just keep going! Okay, let’s talk about the Embrace and the two Liu Shiming
niaceQyou paired it with. Emann?

EO-Sure. One of the early connections | made as the curator was between Hank’s The Embrace and
Liu Shiming’s Cutting Through Mountains, Submerging in Water. Both works subvert traditional
notions of monumental sculpture. Historically, monuments have been about glorifying power—
leaders, institutions. But Liu was doing something different. When he created Cutting Through
Mountains, he was still at the academy in Beijing, and it was considered unusual, even frowned upon,
to incorporate landscape into sculpture. He broke with tradition—kind of like Rodin’s The Thinker,
but instead of focusing just on the figure, he included the environment. And with The Embrace, Hank
zooms in—not on a whole figure, but on a gesture. A hug. Instead of a towering heroic pose, he
monumentalizes love. It honors Dr. King and Coretta Scott King, but also speaks universally. Anyone
can relate to a hug. Just like how Liu’s figures—riding bikes, working in boats—are universally
resonant. So both works challenge the idea of what a monument can be—and who it’s for.

HWT-Exactly. And when | look at Wrestling and The Embrace, | see echoes. These sculptures were
made decades apart, but their forms resonate. | didn’t know about Liu’s Wrestling when | made mine,
but there’s an undeniable kinship. The tension in the arms, the closeness—it reminds me of The
Thinker, but rendered in motion, in intimacy. And to cast that in bronze—a cold, static material—
while still trying to convey warmth and vulnerability, that’s a challenge | embrace.

AS-It’s kind of Jungian, right? Like shared archetypes—Mayans and Egyptians both built pyramids
without knowing each other. Maybe these gestures of embrace or struggle are just embedded in the

collective unconscious.

EO-I love that. And it’s fascinating—Embrace and Wrestling are almost opposites emotionally. One
is love, the other is friction. But both involve touch, engagement, presence. Wrestling can be playful
or aggressive, but it’s still a connection. The forms are similar, but the emotions are flipped.

AS-Do you look at ancient or modern art for inspiration? Or do you try to stay in your own head?

HWT-I love history. Looking at historical art is like time travel. And if | can bring an idea like the
Dymaxion map into the present, it feels like I’'ve pulled an artifact through time.

AS-And what about current events? Are they influencing you right now?

HWT-Absolutely. 'm inspired by people taking to the streets, using their voices, standing up for
democracy. That takes courage—especially in an age where our devices mediate almost all
interactions.

We think we’re connected, but these platforms are programmed—Iliterally. We don’t even
understand the code that’s shaping how we engage with each other. That disconnect worries me. So
seeing people here today, putting their phones away, listening—that gives me hope.

“To cast warmth and
vulnerability into bronze—
a cold, static material—
that’s a challenge |

embrace.”
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AS-Maybe that’s what we're all craving, after so many hours on screens. Have you explored that

idea in your work? Or maybe used Al?

HWT-I've experimented, but haven’t made anything | felt needed to exist in the world. The tech
evolves so fast—by the time you finish, it’s already outdated.

EO-Same. I’'ve used Al more personally—it’s like a sounding board or even a kind of therapist. Which
is weird, because it makes me wonder: if we’re already so isolated, what does this added layer of
mediation do to our humanity?

But on the flip side, | sometimes think about a utopian future where Al frees us from labor, so we can
focus on deeper questions—healing the planet, understanding each other. Maybe that’s naive, but
it’s a vision | hold onto.

AS-Yeah, but the dystopian version always seems closer. | was just playing with Midjourney—type
in a prompt and boom, you get this surreal image. Wild stuff.

HWT-| was just at a conference—Tesla's already building humanoid robots. They’re supposed to roll
out next year.

AS-Wild. I'm surprised they weren’t in the parade this weekend... or maybe they were, who could
tell? Last pairing: Hank’s Icarus in Sunlight and Moonlight, with Liu’s Greek Mythology.

EO-Right. So the Icarus works and Liu’s Greek Mythology- Centaur made me think of the Silk Road
—not just as a trade route but a cultural exchange. These artists come from different times and
places, yet both explore Greek myth. That says something about how ideas move across borders.

HWT-The silhouettes in Icarus in Sunlight and Moonlight draw from Wallace Thurman’s The Blacker
the Berry, but visually | was channeling Matisse and Aaron Douglas—who was a major figure of the
Harlem Renaissance. Matisse actually visited Harlem and was influenced by the aesthetics he saw
there. So there’s this layered lineage—Douglas influences Matisse, Matisse influences me, and |
connect it back to Greek myth. The figures shift depending on your angle—sometimes you see
Douglas, sometimes Matisse, sometimes both. That multi-perspective is intentional.

AS-And the color? Red and blue, sunlight and moonlight?
HWT-Exactly. The red sculpture has a glowing heart—it’s from Matisse’s Icarus in his jazz series.
The blue one uses a silhouette. | was also thinking about Keith Haring when | made these. It’s a blend

of influences.

AS-You mentioned Liu once said he wanted viewers to have a “silent dialogue” with his work. You
said that resonated with your process?
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HWT-Yes. When we make art, we’re not thinking about legacy—we’re just making. But then you
imagifk Liu’s work being shown in New York decades later, and it reminds you that once you release
the work, it has a life of its own.

AS-Okay, before we open up to questions, one last one for Emann. In Chinese tradition, “poetic
quality” is considered the highest form of art. What do you see as the poetic quality in Liu’s and
Hank’s work?

EO-Both artists embed community and symbolism in their work. That’s the poetry—each piece
holds multiple meanings. For example, Hank’s Godspeed series, with water and hidden photographs,
could represent actual rivers, but also life’s flow—or the transatlantic passage and the trauma of
displacement.

Liu’s boat sculptures remind me of migration too—fresh off the boat, so to speak. These works are
layered. A bird isn’t just a bird—it might represent aspiration. That’s the beauty of this show. It
doesn’t lead you to one answer. It invites you into a space of abstract reflection on what it means to
be human.


https://officemagazine.net/mel-odom-doll-parts
https://officemagazine.net/mel-odom-doll-parts
https://officemagazine.net/art-time
https://officemagazine.net/art-time
https://officemagazine.net/daria-plesen-breaking-mold
https://officemagazine.net/daria-plesen-breaking-mold
https://officemagazine.net/art
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemag.myshopify.com/
https://officemagazine.net/

= BROOKLYN RAIL

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON ARTS, POLITICS, AND CULTURE

HOME ISSUES EVENTS EXHIBITIONS ART ARTSEEN CRITICSPAGE FIl SUBSCRIBE DONATE
PREVIOUS NEXT
ArtSeen ArtSeen
Neil Welliver Jacqueline Gourevitch: Paintings 1965-2018

ARTSEEN | JULY/AUGUST 2025

Hank Willis Thomas & Liu
Shiming: People Everyday

By Ekin Erkan

Installation image, People Everyday at Liu Shiming Art Foundation, New York, 2025. Courtesy the Liu
Shiming Art Foundation.
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Featuring works by Hank Willis Thomas and Liu Shiming, People Everyday,
curated by Emann Odufu at the Liu Shiming Art Foundation, adjoins two artists People Everyday
whose work, at first pass, might strike the viewer as belonging to disparate Liu Shiming Art

traditions. Upon closer examination, however, one sees that although Thomas’s E/loun;;tjml .
. . . o ay 27-July 31,
practice more closely cleaves towards modernist devices than Shiming’s, the two 5 OZyS ’

enjoy a common genealogy. In addition, Odofu’s pairings reveal a set of formal New York
homologies and evince shared thematic interests amongst the geographically

discrepant artists.

Whether it be his public artworks, small-scale sculptures, text-based images or photo-
conceptual installations, Thomas’s work is most immediately situated in the African-
American visual-cultural tradition—one shaped by documentation, political critique, and
tribute that countenances Carrie Mae Weems, Lorna Simpson, and Deborah Willis (Thomas’s
mother), amongst its antecedents. Thomas began his photography practice at age twelve,
fostering his practice at Harlem’s Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture. Thomas,
now forty-nine, continues to attend to epochal racial political and Black cultural memory,
evidenced by his recent towering memorials such as his 2022 memorial, 7%e Embrace,
inspired by a photograph taken during the civil rights movement of Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr. embosoming Coretta Scott King. The 2019 Unity—a work that, by dint of its subject
matter and geographical location (on the Brooklyn-side of the Brooklyn Bridge), became
inextricably linked to the Black Lives Matter movement—finds a plumb sable arm pointed
towards the heavens, its erect index finger signifying upward mobility. Although the
Shiming Foundation show is punctuated by a number of scaled-down models of such well-
known public sculptures, the stronger works are Thomas’s self-standing mixed-media
sculptures. Untitled (Godspeed), Untitled (Acanthus), and Archimedean Solid I (all 2024)
apportion an anterior layer of images, including lapping cerulean water channels and rolling
waves, which represent the Middle Passage and Triangular Trade. Underneath are a set of
luminous posterior images that only properly reveal themselves via flash photography, which
illuminates buried stone faces and heraldic crests, indexing those parties who directed and
profited from the slave trade and subsequent colonial ventures. Archimedean Solid I, which
purposes Buckminster Fuller and Shoji Sadao’s Dymaxion Map projection’s cartographic
form, also indicates Thomas’s coincident interest in modernist art history. This is also
apparent in Thomas’s Afrofuturist powder-coated incised steel silhouettes of Icarus mid-
flight. In this series, bodies poised in dancerly steps are bisected by winged vermillion figures
reminiscent of Henri Matisse’s cutouts.



Installation image, People Everyday at Liu Shiming Art Foundation, New York, 2025. Courtesy the Liu
Shiming Art Foundation.

Shiming (1926-2010) belongs to the first generation of Chinese sculptors trained by the
Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) in Beijing. His early work was stoked by the period’s
subtending Maoist communitarian aspirations and the Chinese communist revolution’s
importation of Soviet Socialist Realism. Where Thomas presents fragmented body parts or
flattened profiles, Shiming’s reliefs emphasize the blazoned sinewy laborers whose bodies are
presented in full. Mentored by Chinese sculptural pioneers such as Wang Linyi, Hua Tianyou,
and Zeng Zhushao—all of whom also engaged with the coeval process of collective artistic
production, negating individual authorship (a bourgeois conceit)—Shiming’s sculptures
from the late 1940s and early 1950s hew towards sympathetic depictions of the quotidian
proletariat masses. One such sculpture, of significant historical relevance, is Measuring
Land (1950). A trio of surveyors collaborate, one using a shovel to measure, another reading
out the calculated lengths, and a third marking them on a tablet. Created as a student project
at CAFA, where it was awarded the first prize accolade, the sculpture was published in 7%e
People’s Pictorial publication in 1950. It was one of the first artworks produced in the
People’s Republic of China that exhibited internationally, circulating in Prague before
entering the Czech National Museum’s permanent collection. A miniature version of
Shiming’s best-known work, Cutting Through Mountains to Bring in Water (1958/70), is
also on view. The sculpture finds a sinewy man plunging between a mountain pass, his arms
and legs forming an X-shaped axis with the chiseled crags cradling him. The work, which
was originally 13-feet high and showed at Zhongshan Park in Beijing shortly after Shiming
finished it, was exacted from 1958 to 1959 during what the artist reflected on as “the
energetic climate of the Great Leap Forward.” In a short treatise on the piece, Shiming



remarks that, “at the time, the traditional view at the Central Academy of Fine Arts was that
sculptures should not represent environments; they should be focused on the figure. Pieces
like Rodin’s 7%e Thinker were considered true sculpture. However, I boldly broke with this
convention.” Herculean man is here presented in dexterous command of his raw
environment, his limbs but technics with which to fissure mountains into apertures, therein
figuring as a bastion for future generations.

Through the mid-1980s, much of Shiming’s sculpture practice is characterized by a populist
vim that resounds of Mao’s “Yen’an Forum on Literature and Art,” according to which “all
our literature and art are for the masses of the people and in the first place for the workers,
peasants and soldiers.” Works like Woman Pushing a Wheelbarrow and Hu Water (both
1983) sympathetically portray scenes of Chinese industrialization, with farmers, well-
diggers, and quarrymen depicted mid-toil. Such scenes at once commemorate and lionize the
proletariat. It should be noted that, because a number of Shiming’s works are bronze-cast
multiples, their veneers have a waxy effulgence compared to ceramics like Woman Pushing a
Wheelbarrow, which emit a more complex and captivating surface texture.

Installation image, People Everyday at Liu Shiming Art Foundation, New York, 2025. Courtesy the Liu
Shiming Art Foundation.



In the late 1980s, Shiming began looking towards different traditions for source material,
including Greek mythology. Greek Mythology— Centaur (1986), mounted close to Thomas’s
“Icarus” sculptures, is one of several points of synchronicity between the two artists, albeit
the latter’s appropriative practice, coordinated as it is to Matisse, is oriented towards
modernism where Shiming’s work is significantly more classical in execution. Shiming’s
Dream to Fly (1982), a bronze sculpture of a winged fantastical figure, and Fuse

(big) (1992), which dovetails two bowed figures in an arc, are formally consonant with
Thomas’s “Icarus” sculptures and 7%e Embrace. This serendipitous convergence perhaps
speaks to a shared, formalism-attuned sense of taste between the two artists.

One could aver that the most striking through-line between Thomas and Shiming consists in
the broader intellectual development of Maoist critique from the mid-to-late 20th century.
Interpolated by the Third-Worldist movement of the 1940s-50s, French Maoism’s cultural
turn during the 1960-70s, and the subsequent prominence of the New Left, a mode of
analysis once disposed to strictly class-based exploitation became oriented to questions of
critique involving race, gender, and intersectionality. Were this exhibition to pair Shiming
with purely class-oriented Socialist Realists—including of American stripe, such as Ben
Shahn, Philip Evergood, and William Gropper—this historical development would be
compromised. Pairing Shiming with Thomas clarifies points of confluence, such as
sculpture’s commemorative ethos, and departure, including Thomas’s modernism-inflected
leitmotifs and sensitivity to the politics of race.

Ekin Erkan is a writer, curator, and researcher whose writing has appeared in
the Journal of Value Inquiry, the International Journal of Philosophical
Studies, and Hyperallergic, among others.
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Lyman Allyn Art Museum installs new work of art in permanent collection gallery

Hank Willis Thomas, Blue Study No. 10, 2024.

NEW LONDON, CONN.- Lyman Allyn Art Museum announced the display and promised gift of Blue Study No. 10, 2024, a work of art by the prominent
contemporary artist Hank Willis Thomas (American, b. 1976). The retroreflective work has been installed in the Museum’s American Perspectives
permanent collection gallery in celebration of Black History Month, where it will remain on view.

Uncover the complexities of representation and perception. This book delves into Thomas's thought-provoking work, exploring themes of race, gender, and
cultural identity. Find "All Things Being Equal" on Amazon now.

A conceptual artist based in Brooklyn, NY, Hank Willis Thomas explores themes of perspective, identity, commodity, media, and popular culture in his art.
Over the last ten years, he has explored the retroreflective medium, creating mixed media works that reveal two distinct scenes when viewed with ambient
and flash lighting. Seen from one perspective, these artworks present bold figurations, abstractions, and landscapes in saturated colors; seen from
another, fragmented archival scraps from Thomas’s other projects over the last decade are revealed. As these elements converge and transform, they
shed light on new layers of images, ideas, and meanings that are hidden in plain sight. The central figure in this composition (most visible with flash) is
taken from a portrait by Seydou Keita (Bamako, Mali, 1921-2001), the celebrated African photographer and portraitist.

Hank Willis Thomas’s wide-ranging art practice includes large-scale public sculpture, notably The Embrace, a 20-foot-tall bronze sculpture in 2023,
commissioned for Boston Common. That work depicts the arms of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and Coretta Scott King in a tender embrace after Dr. King
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. Another prominent large-scale commission is the 2019 bronze sculpture Unity, installed at the foot of the
Brooklyn Bridge.

Thomas holds a B.F.A. from New York University, New York, NY (1998) and an M.A. M.F.A. from the California College of the Arts, San Francisco, CA
(2004). Thomas's work has been exhibited throughout the United States and abroad, including at the International Center of Photography, Guggenheim
Museum Bilbao, Musée du quai Branly, Hong Kong Arts Centre and the Witte de With Center for Contemporary Art. Thomas is a recipient of the Gordon
Parks Foundation Fellowship (2019), The Guggenheim Fellowship (2018), AIMIA | AGO Photography Prize (2017), Soros Equality Fellowship (2017), and
the Aperture West Book Prize (2008), among other awards.

Artdaily participates in the Amazon Associates Program, an affiliate advertising program designed to provide a means for us to earn commissions by
linking to Amazon.com and affiliated sites. When you purchase through our links, we may earn a small commission at no additional cost to you. These
commissions help us continue curating and sharing the art world’s latest news, stories, and resources with our readers.
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Museums & Institutions(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/museums-and-institutions)

Which Artists Dominate U.S. Museums Right Now? We Crunch the Numbers

Based on looking at hundreds of shows in U.S. museums for December 2024.

From left: Hank Willis Thomas, Ming Smith and Simone Leigh. Photo: Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post via Getty Images; Steven
Ferdman/Patrick McMullan via Getty Images; Matt Winkelmeyer/Getty Images for LACMA

Ben Davis (https://news.artnet.com/about/ben-davis-93) December 9, 2024

Back in September, | looked (https://news.artnet.com/art
at which artists were showing at the most museums simultaneously in the United States. | thought that was useful, so I'm

doing it again.

The idea is the same: | looked at more than 200 museums, and counted which artists were on view any time during
December (that includes a show like the Baltimore Museum’s “lllustrating Agency,” which closed December 1). The
resulting list includes a little more than 3,400 artist names. Of these, only about 300 appear more than once—a tiny
fraction. And of these, a very few repeat multiple times, giving a sense of which voices are most resonating with curators

and institutions.
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As | said back in September: Because I'm most interested in breadth of influence, | decided not to make any distinctions
between bigger and smaller institutions. | rank career retrospectives and surveys highly, followed by special commissions
or exhibitions that spotlight a specific body of work, biennial appearances, and then inclusions in thematic group shows.

Themes: All the most visible figures are Black and Indigenous. A rhetoric of speaking for and to historically marginalized
identities surrounds a lot of the work.

More strikingly, multiple of these figures are nodes in networks of advocacy: Simone Leigh has organized events and
conferences, including “The Loophole of Retreat (https:/news.artnet.com/art-world-archives/loophole-of-retreat-
venice-simone-leigh-rashida-bumbray-laura-raicovich-2315441)” in Venice, specifically for Black women artists and
scholars; Jaune Quick-to-See Smith recently curated the touring show “The Land Carries Our Ancestors: Contemporary
Art by Native Americans, (https://www.nga.gov/press/exhibitions/exhibitions-2023/5549.html)” which began at the
National Gallery of Art.

Hank Willis Thomas has consistently stayed in the headlines (https:/news.artnet.com/art-world/new-book-artist-
billboards-for-freedoms-2498159) via a progressive artist organization he co-founded, For Freedoms, which organizes
billboard campaigns and conferences. Ming Smith emerged from the collective activity of the Kamoinge Workshop, which

has itself received museum attention (https:/whitney.org/exhibitions/kamoinge-workshop) in recent years.

Media: Jaune Quick-to-See Smith is known for painting (though she makes installations as well). Strikingly, three of the
most influential artists emerge from the world of ceramics: Simone Leigh, Virgil Ortiz, and Rose B. Simpson. Back in
December, textile art was similarly prominent, via figures like Marie Watt and Suchitra Mattai—though one of
September’s Museum Artists, Theaster Gates, also got his start in ceramics. A “social craft” upsurge, foregrounding
traditional crafts in installations about cultural identity, is a major ongoing theme.

Crossover: Finally, it's worth noting that there’s quite a bit of overlap in terms of exhibitions. Those that feature more than
one of these big names include “By Dawn’s Early Light” (about the legacy of the Civil Rights Act, at the Nasher Museum),
“For Dear Life” (about iliness and disability, at the Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego), and “Making Their Mark”
(spotlighting women artists, at the Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive).

Hank Willis Thomas in his Brooklyn studio, on May 31, 2024. Photo: Makeda Sandford for The Washington Post via Getty Images
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5. Hank Willis Thomas

The Brooklyn-based Thomas (b. 1976) has become well known for work that serves as a prompt for civic engagement.
Indeed, his art often feels like it is running for office.

With Boston-based MASS Design Group, he worked on “The Gun Violence Memorial Project,” now on view at the ICA
Boston, a structure made of glass bricks containing mementos to the victims of gun violence, originally a part of the
Chicago Architecture Biennale
(https://2019.chicagoarchitecturebiennial.org/current/contributors/mass_design_group_in_collaboration_with_hank_willi
s_thomas) back in 2019.

Less somber in tone—and much more literal in its theme of “provoking dialogue’—is Ernst and Ruth (2015), a sculpture in
the form of a functional public bench shaped like a large empty speech balloon, inviting visitors to sit and talk together. It
went up to promote reflection on citizenship in advance of the election at the Tang Teaching Museum.

SPOTLIGHTS:

Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, through January 20,2025

—"Ernest and Ruth (https://tang.skidmore.edu/exhibitions/641-ernest-and-ruth)” at the Frances Young Tang Teaching
Museum and Art Gallery, Skidmore College, Saratoga Springs, N.Y., through January 31, 2026

GROUPS:

”is on view at Nasher Museum of Art,
Duke University, through May 11,2025

—"Show & Tell: A Brief History of Photography and Text (https://noma.org/exhibitions/show-and-
tell/#:~:text=Drawn%20from%20NOMA's%20permanent%20collection,invention%20t0%20the%20present%20day.&text=
This%20exhibition%20details%20a%20history,overlap%20between%20photography%20and%20writing.)” at the New
Orleans Museum of Art, through February 16, 2025

—"Get in the Game: Sports, Art, Culture (https:/www.sfmoma.org/exhibition/get-in-the-game/)” at the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art, through February 18,2025

—"Posing Beauty in African American Culture (https:/www.taftmuseum.org/exhibitions/posing)” at the Taft Museum of
Art, Cincinnati, Ohio, through January 12, 2025

Ben Davis
National Art Critic
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After Viral ‘Embrace, Hank Willis Thomas Is Tapped for
Boston’s Next Public Art Program

BY TESSA SOLOMON
July 18,2024 5:24pm

The Gun Violence Memorial Project by Hank Willis Thomas and MASSDesign Group, one of the temporary monuments that will be
funded by this initiative.
© NATIONAL BUILDING MUSEUM / ELMAN STUDIO LLC

The city of Boston announced thirty new public art
(https://www.artnews.com/t/public-art/) initiatives, including a slew of monuments
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to underrepresented episodes of local history. The initiative is funded by a $3 million grant
from the Mellon Foundation (https://www.artnews.com/t/mellon-
foundation/), the largest of such investments ever made into Boston’s public art
program.

“This investment in public art programs is groundbreaking and will support our efforts to
highlight the many cultures, talents, and histories of our residents. It is an honor to see this
innovation through art,” Boston Mayor Michelle Wu said in a statement.

Seven artists and organizations have been commissioned to realize public art installations.
A Trike Called Funk will work with local graffiti artists for an homage to local practitioners;
the Kinfolk Monuments Project is invited to create virtual monuments to under-celebrated
Black historical figures; Alison Yueming Qu and Jaronzie Harris have been tapped for an
homage to Boston’s Chinatown; artists Katherine Farrington, Roberto Mighty, and Ruth
Henry, and LaRissa Rogers and Zalika Azim, are also set to participate, with more details
forthcoming.

However, the most prominent artist to be involved may be Hank Willis Thomas
(https://www.artnews.com/t/hank-willis-thomas/), who will present The Gun
Violence Memorial Project, a commemoration of the weekly toll of gun violence in the
United States.

The project will be the latest major public art commission in Boston for Thomas, who was
previously commissioned to create a monument to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his wife
Coretta Scott King for 1965 Freedom Plaza which honors 4 local civil rights leaders from
the 1950s through the 1970s. That monument, titled The Embrace, was unveiled in January
2023.

A 20-foot tall bronze monument composed of faceless, interlocking limbs that visitors can
walk beneath, the monument recieved a mixed (https://www.artnews.com/art-
news/news/boston-martin-luther-king-statue-coretta-scott-king-hank-willis-
thomas-1234653888/) reception from critics and quicly went viral after some social
media users said that the sculpture, seen from certain angles, appeared lascivious.

“It’s important that I talk about how my practice is a conversation with the viewer,”
Thomas told ARTnews_(https://artnews.com/art-news/artists/super-bowl-
opportunity-statue-hank-willis-thomas-the-embrace-mlk-public-art-
1234657023/). “To whatever degree there is adversity, it is also an opportunity for me to
engage. How could I be upset or disappointed when a work about communal love is so well-
embraced?”
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The new program, titled “Un-monument | Re-monument | De-monument: Transforming
Boston”, encompasses research grants for future projects, such as a monument to Ella
Little Collins, Malcolm X’s older sister. Also under development is an interactive memorial
reflecting on the Vietnamese diaspora experience; and a series of public interventions
centered on the heroics of Crispus Attucks, a Black man and the first casualty of the
American Revolution.

“Stone and bronze have been used for centuries to show what’s important and who matters.
Thankfully, those kinds of monuments are increasingly being erected to people whose
accomplishments have been left out of our shared origin story,” Mighty said in a

statement. “New media presents artists and commissioning bodies with exciting ways of
creating monuments that are at once site-specific, instantly available worldwide, and
financially within reach.”

Boston has invested considerable energy in recent years to reimagine the purpose of its
public art, after historians and activists urged city officials to include more representations
of its influential Black residents.
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Artists Tried to Activate Voters With Billboard Art. Did It Work?

For Freedoms’ billboards could surprise, comfort or confuse. Now the group is asking, Where do we go from here?

P Listen to this article - 13:35 min Learn more

By Travis Diehl
Reporting from Los Angeles and Philadelphia

Jan. 8, 2025

On Nov. 6, the day after the presidential election, the artist Hank Willis Thomas was at his studio in Brooklyn. His production assistants
were poring over tables strewed with blobby red white and blue silk-screen prints of the words “Fragile/ Democracy / Handle With Care”
in capital letters.

The design is one of Thomas’s many riffs on familiar phrases, meant to spur voters toward civic engagement. One version of the print ran
on the cover of The New York Times Sunday Opinion section on Nov. 3. Another raised $18,000 in an online auction to benefit the Democrat
Kamala Harris’s presidential bid. Several are on sale, for $10,000, to support For Freedoms, an artist-run group Thomas helped found.

Dancing between art, philanthropy and activism, For Freedoms addresses issues including racism, misogyny, violence and free speech,
most visibly by commissioning artists to make billboards. They hope their imagery will provoke questions in people who see them.

It has been a Trump-era affair. For Freedoms began as a temporary artist-run super PAC timed to the 2016 presidential contest. After
Donald J. Trump won that election, they reorganized as two corporations, one a nonprofit. They’ve since grown adept at fund-raising,
coalition building, branding and publicity. The list of their partners, friends and funders has more than 1,000 names, among them the
philanthropists Andrea Soros, daughter of George Soros; Agnes Gund, a Museum of Modern Art board member; and Alicia Keys, the
musician. They’ve broadcast their messages on more than 500 billboards across all 50 states, from urban centers to prairies.

And with Trump’s imminent return to office with solid margins, what now for the group?

“I feel confused,” Thomas told me in his studio in Brooklyn. “I guess I feel a little bit let down. But I also feel responsible. I think some of us
want democracy and liberation and community to be easy. Some of us think that the truth is good enough.” He continued, “It’s a time for
reflection and re-evaluation.”

But how do you evaluate something as subjective and mercurial as billboard art?
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The For Freedoms Congress held a procession through the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in September, with artists, cultural institutions and civic leaders who were
working to transform the political landscape through artist-led discourse and action. Mark Abramson for The New York Times

For Freedoms’ founders, who include Wyatt Gallery, 49; Eric Gottesman, 48; Michelle Woo, 40; and Taylor Brock, 31, describe their
organization as anti-partisan, despite individual members’ leanings. “We’ve never really positioned ourselves as anti-Trump,” Thomas
said, although he concedes “people might imply that or assume that.” Their group name refers to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Four
Freedoms” (freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear).

Yet they sync their campaigns to national elections, in part to build on people’s sense of urgency. In 2024, they collaborated with the
advocacy group Movement Voter Fund and the Center for Contemporary Documentation to mount new and old billboard designs in 25
cities, primarily in swing states, including Pittsburgh, Detroit and Charlotte, N.C.

I first interviewed members of For Freedoms in September, ahead of their public convening for donors and partners at the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art. The mood was more sanguine. The insider crowd at the opening party at a modernist house in Baldwin Hills
included a healer, a graphic novelist, a magician, a rapper. People in the For Freedoms orbit spoke in terms of “other kinds of currency,”
like love, time, positivity and culture.

For Freedoms’ ethos of civic engagement and question-raising — and their nonprofit status — prevents them from engaging specific
candidates or parties. Indeed, a persistent criticism is that their artistic approach evades urgent issues in favor of abstract or anodyne
statements.

“I ran into this quite a few times in this campaign, actually, about this frustration with a lack of urgency — I wholeheartedly agree 10
million percent,” Brock said two weeks after the election, adding that For Freedoms tries to think in longer arcs than current events.

Should a Billboard Provoke Anger, Even Fear?



“Make America Great Again,” a controversial billboard commissioned by For Freedoms in Pearl, Miss., 2016. Some viewers were confused,
and even angry, about its intent; It overlaid a Trump slogan on a photo of police threatening
demonstrators. Spider Martin and For Freedoms; via For Freedoms; photo by Wyatt Gallery.

Thomas, 48, told me that when his group pictures success, they recall a CNN headline from 2016 about a For Freedoms sign: “Mississippi
residents unsure of controversial billboards intent.”

“That’s the sweet spot,” Thomas said.

The billboard, designed by Thomas and Wyatt Gallery, overlaid Trump’s slogan, “Make America Great Again,” on a civil rights-era
photograph by Spider Martin of police menacing Black demonstrators in Selma, Ala. Residents who saw the billboard weren’t just confused
— some contacted For Freedoms to express anger or fear. The billboard was removed ahead of schedule.

Eight years later, the group is more careful — they say they’re conscious that they’re outsiders to the communities where their billboards
appear. They’ve developed a series of panel discussions they call town halls (they’ve held over 300) where they answer questions about
their messages or discuss challenges like food insecurity.

For Freedoms used to have a phone hotline, and people used it. Now, their audience offers feedback on Instagram. The majority of online
comments are positive; there are mounds of encouraging emojis. The criticisms can be withering. One Instagram user ridiculed a sign
about a historical Black train porters’ union in Los Angeles: “Worst billboard ever created. I saw this today while driving. The text is small
and doesn’t get your message across. This is some type of pretentious tax scam.”

Other comments from the last year or so decry the organization’s lack of a clear stance on the war in Gaza and its mounting civilian toll. In
October 2023, For Freedoms reposted a photo of a billboard by Christine Wong Yap, installed in Omaha in 2020. “How Do You Keep Your
Heart Open?” it asked, in crisp handwritten letters. Nykelle DeVivo, an artist living in San Diego, excoriated the post in the comments.
“Humanism isn’t the answer to colonialism/white supremacy,” DeVivo wrote. “Get your neoliberal head out of your ass.”

In an interview, DeVivo described a split between a “new guard” of artists “that are more for burning it down or for creating new systems,
versus trying to find ways to find peace within what the structures already are.” DeVivo underscored their respect for For Freedoms — in
2017, they participated in a digital project the group co-produced. But if there’s money for billboards, DeVivo said, “there’s also the funding
to do more radical messaging. But I feel like that would interrupt their funding sources.”

Access to “The Medicis of Our Time’
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Eric Gottesman, a co-founder of For Freedoms, in Los Angeles at LACMA. Rather than didactic explanation about art and politics, billboards “provide a way for people to
have conversations about it.” Mark Abramson for The New York Times

The members of For Freedoms acknowledge the contradictions their project navigates. They solicit money for ad campaigns with
subjective outcomes, encouraging civic engagement in ways that convey both nuance and mass appeal.

They even have mixed feelings about billboards as a medium. “Our attention is being grabbed by advertisers, by people trying to point us
to do something, or buy something, or vote for something,” Gottesman said. For Freedoms tries to co-opt those blaring ad spaces. As he
put it, “That’s an essentially artistic question. How do you participate in flawed systems, of which you are critical?”

We met one afternoon at Pace Gallery in Los Angeles in one of James Turrell’s signature sky rooms, a rectangular space with a retractable
roof offering views subtly altered by LEDs. Outside in the courtyard, fashionable guests gathered for a preview of For Freedoms’ new
monograph, “Where Do We Go From Here?,” which catalogs their U.S. billboards through 2023.

Early on, Gottesman said, he and Thomas realized that the art world afforded them “access to the Medicis of our time.” (Thomas is the son
of the critic, Deborah Willis, and is married to Rujeko Hockley, a curator at the Whitney Museum of American Art.)

Gottesman, who is ready with talking points, said For Freedoms pushes against “the perception that art is elitist. I mean, here we sit.” He
gestured toward the skylight. “I think the way to mitigate that is to provide context, and not didactic explanation, but to provide a way for
people to have conversations” about art.

I asked Gottesman how For Freedoms measures the success of its projects, particularly the billboards. “This question of impact or metrics
or whatever. It comes up all the time,” he said. Funders want to know what their money accomplishes. “Initially my answer was like, screw
you for asking,” he said. “We know art works. You wanna know how it works? Like, you measure it. But I'm becoming a little bit more
nuanced about it.”



Michelle Woo, a cultural producer for For Freedoms, and Eric Gottesman, an artist —both founders of For Freedoms — at the organization’s Congress in Los Angeles last
fall. Mark Abramson for The New York Times

Measuring Art’s Impact

Billboard companies offer metrics like “eyeballs” on your ad. Online, you can measure clicks and attention. Museums can tally visitors. But
how do you determine if, and how, someone has been affected by a work of art?

For Freedoms has tried. The group commissioned studies run by the think tanks Perception Institute, in 2018, and More in Common, in
2020. (A third study is in progress, Gottesman said.) These studies queried groups of U.S. adults, including self-identified liberals,
conservatives and independents, and asked them to respond to For Freedoms materials, including billboard designs.

Perception Institute’s study had 2,869 participants. Those shown For Freedoms materials reported the intention to vote at a higher rate
than those shown images from the feminist activist group Guerrilla Girls, the artist Barbara Kruger and Rock the Vote, a nonprofit aimed
at boosting turnout among young voters.

Rachel Godsil, a founder of Perception Institute who worked on the For Freedoms study, underscored that the intent to vote is a strong
indicator of actual voting. But she also pointed out that other measures found no meaningful impact. For example, the summary of the
report, which Godsil shared, notes that “the content of the campaigns did not have a significant effect on attitudes toward the arts in
politics.”

The roughly 100 participants in the More in Common study were shown For Freedoms content including billboards and social media posts
and asked to respond.

Reactions varied, especially concerning abstract statements and visuals. The billboard by Christine Wong Yap — remounted in 2024 in
Chicago during the Democratic National Convention — that asked “How do you keep your heart open?” appealed to survey participants;
whereas another phrase, by Christine Sun Kim, “Why Doubt My Experience,” raised questions.


https://perception.org/
https://www.moreincommon.com/
https://www.rockthevote.org/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/03/opinion/national-anthem-sign-language.html

Christine Sun Kim’s public art message, in Hartford, Conn., asks, “Why Doubt My Experience.” Some were confused by the message, but members of the deaf community
understood. Christine Sun Kim; via For Freedoms; Photo by Colin Miller

“What we saw from people is they don’t really know who this billboard is referring to and whose experience is being doubted,” said Coco
Xu, who worked on the More in Common study. “A lot of times people just wanted more context.” While many “were also intrigued by the
different billboards and visuals,” she added, “there is a sizable minority who is just confused.”

Kim, the Korean American artist, who is deaf, shared in an email that the billboard reflected personal frustrations. “When I call someone
out as an ableist or racist, those around us often respond, ‘Oh, they would never do that. Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding.’ This constant
doubt in my words is exhausting and consuming.”

She added that, on social media, her billboards “resonated with people, especially deaf Americans.”

Feeling a Little More Powerful

“<




“Love Over Rules,” 2024, a billboard by Leslie Willis Lowery and Hank Willis Thomas, near Philadelphia. Leslie Willis Lowery and Hank Willis Thomas; via For Freedoms; Photo by Clifford
Pickett

Two days after the election, I drove from New York to Philadelphia to see a billboard by Thomas and Leslie Willis Lowery, his aunt. I
wanted to see For Freedoms’ work in public. Although I had its location, I missed it on the first pass. On the second, I spotted it — backlit
by the sun setting behind the skyline: looping, white-on-white script, styled like neon, that reads, “Love Over Rules.”

Thomas has used the phrase several times over the years, including in public neon signs, to commemorate his cousin and roommate,
Songha Willis, who was murdered in 2000 outside a Philadelphia nightclub. “Love Over Rules” were among Willis’s last words. It’s an
intensely personal message for the artist. It may resonate differently, or not at all, with viewers passing in their cars.

I pulled into the arts district where the billboard stood in an empty lot. None of the employees I spoke with at a brewery with a slim view of
the billboard had noticed it. One pointed out that Pennsylvania gets a lot of political ads in election years. He’d gotten pretty good at
ignoring them.

On For Freedoms’ Instagram I found a fan. RJ Rushmore commended the Philadelphia billboard — he saw it every day. He was also
familiar with Thomas and For Freedoms; Thomas had contributed an image to a series of unsanctioned phone booth ads installed by
Rushmore’s own collective, Art in Ad Spaces. “You're calling to ask about what is it like to see in person,” he said. “I don’t know if that’s the
most important thing.” On social media, he said, the billboards have an outsize reach.

But what if, rather than sparking conversations, For Freedoms is mostly bolstering what people already think? That’s important too, said
the Guerrilla Girls member known as Kéthe Kollwitz.

“With this giant billboard, everyone sort of feels a little more powerful,” Kollwitz added, “if it’s speaking to you about something you care
about.” (Guerrilla Girls has produced many billboards since the 1980s, and two with For Freedoms in 2018 and 2020.)

The artists behind the billboards generally agree that more public art never hurts. “I used to be pretty anti-billboard,” Wong Yap told me. “I
came of age in the 90s and I was reading ‘Adbusters,” a seminal culture-jamming magazine. But the media landscape has changed, she
said. “There’s so much at stake right now in this particular moment. We don’t have the luxury of being picky about the tools that we use.”

For Freedoms has branched out into online videos, public forums and publishing. But the group says it will keep making billboards. For
one thing, they said, journalists love them.


https://www.instagram.com/p/DCDA6GBSd1k/?img_index=1
https://artsuite.com/blogs/community/love-over-rules?srsltid=AfmBOoqD2K8-Nc82Y-TOwCkIBpe3JNyQxer8prHlT0IuxjkNTAP33Tgl
https://hankwillisthomas.com/public-art/love-over-rules-
https://brooklynrail.org/2016/03/criticspage/branded-on-the-semiotic-disobedience-of-hank-willis-thomas/

HYPEBEAST

Produced in collaboration with Avant Arte.

Courtesy Of The Artist And Avant Arte
TEXT BY

Shawn Ghassemitari Jul 26,2024 A~A7557 (O 0

The 2024 Paris Olympic Games are officially underway and

American artist Hank Willis Thomas is releasing a special
limited-edition print for the occasion. Produced in collaboration
with Avant Arte, The only bond worth anything between human
beings is their humanness. depicts legendary American track

and field star Jesse Owens, who won four gold medals at the

1936 Olympic Games in Berlin, despite the racial discrimination
set out by the Third Reich during both the tournament and in

the years to follow.

Based on an original work Thomas is exhibiting in Paris, Owens
is depicted racing towards the finish line in a black halftone
effect, clad in a red and doily patterned white uniform amidst a
collaged blue background — together representing the

American flag.

At the time, Owens shattered the record for the 100m dash,
logging in a time of 10.3 seconds at the Olympics. Owens’
running ability was only half of the battle, however, as he, along
with all athletes deemed of an “impure” background continued
to excel, despite facing dehumanization by the Nazi party.
Today, as it was yesterday, Thomas believes that “athletes are
more than people who run fast, jump long ways, throw balls —

they symbolize our greatest hopes and dreams.”

The time-limited print will only be available during a 48-hour
window, starting on August 7 at 9am PT. The only bond is a 10
layer textured UV pigment print with matt varnish seal on
410gsm Somerset Tub Sized Radiant White paper, which will
come unframed for $720 USD and in a black or white frame for
$1,081 USD.
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Olympic Fever Lands at Almine Rech Paris
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The group exhibition ‘Sport and Beyond’ presents new and existing works by American artists Jeff Koons, Laurie Simmons

and Hank Willis Thomas.

Courtesy Of The Artist And Almine Rech
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As Copa America and the EUROS draw to a close, the sports
world now descends on Paris for the Olympic Games. A
number of galleries across the French capital have joined in on
the festivities, from Gagosian’s spotlight on the competition’s

art history to a new exhibition fielded by Almine Rech.

Housed at Almine Rech’s rue de Turenne flagship, Sport and
Beyond comprises of new and existing works by American

artists Jeff Koons, Laurie Simmons and Hank Willis Thomas.

Known best for his shiny balloon sculptures, Jeff Koons
presents a new entry in his Gazing Balls series, the latest work
featuring a reclining male nude balancing 11 chromatic orbs
that rest over and around the figure’s body. Inspired by the
Borghese Gladiator (110 BCE) sculpture in the Louvre museum,
Koons conflates past and present by showcasing
manufactured artifacts that simultaneously reflect on antiquity

and the visitor walking throughout the space.
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Laurie Simmons revisits an earlier photographic series of
swimming ballet dancers, but in her new work, she employs
text-based Al prompts using DALL—E and Stable Diffusion to
create several images that blend reality with fantasy. One of the
resulting works depict a row of swimmers wearing floral caps,
which is “corrected” by the New York-based artist using hand-

appliqué additions.

Since the days of the Roman Colosseum, sports has shown to
be a vivid reflection of the socio-economic structures of
society. Hank Willis Thomas is acutely aware of this and has
used his multi-disciplinary practice to investigate themes
related to consumerism, community and identity. Thomas’
Endless Column Ill (2017) comprises of nine stacked soccer
balls painted in a chameleon hue that changes with the
viewer’s movement. “The work, erect like a totem,” wrote art
critic Charles Barachon, “highlights the collective and
combative spirit of sport, athletic heroism and victory, as well
as the aesthetic and social issues that pop culture brings with
it.”

Sport and Beyond will be on view in Paris until August 17, while

the 2024 Paris Olympic Games commence from July 26 to
August 11, 2024.

Almine Rech
64 Rue de Turenne,
75003 Paris, France


https://www.history.com/news/how-roman-colosseum-built
https://www.alminerech.com/exhibitions/9952-sport-and-beyond
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All Power to All People, 2023 Patina Bronze 98 x 42 1/2 x 2 1/2 in. | 248.92 x 107.95 x 6.35 cm © Hank Willis Thomas. All rights reserved. Courtesy
Hank Willis Thomas, Goodman Gallery, and Pace Gallery
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Renowned US conceptual artist Hank Willis Thomas has been chosen to launch a new
public art programme, Level Ground, which is debuting at Glastonbury Festival in

2024. Thomas’ iconic sculpture All Power to All People, 2023 focuses on racial identity
and representation. The iconic artwork was initially inspired by the 1970s Black Power
Movement and has since gained new iconographic symbolism for the recent Black Lives

Matter movement.
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Thomas’ piece has been selected by Level Ground, a new non-profit organisation aimed
to revolutionise and democratise public art by prioritising inclusion and

representation. Towering over eight feet tall and weighing almost 800 pounds, All Power
to All People is an enlarged Afro pick with a power fist cast in patina bronze protruding
at a slight tilt. Glastonbury goers will be able to visit Thomas’ colossal and memorable
piece opposite the West Holts Stage.

The artwork takes symbolic references and cultural imagery from both past and present-
day, examining their historic origins, and analysing how certain objects have acted as a

pillar of fortitude and resilience — here, reimagining it at a large-scale.

Hank Willis Thomas
Photography Credit Jai Lennard
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“This piece highlights ideas related to community, strength, perseverance, comradeship,
and resistance to oppression. | am honoured to present it at Glastonbury in partnership
with Level Ground where it will be showcased on the world’s largest stage. The Afro pick
today exists as many things to different people; it is worn as adornment, a political
emblem, and a signature of collective identity. It is a testament to innovation that
connects millions of people to the energy and joy of Glastonbury Festival.” — Hank Willis

Thomas, featured artist.

The title of Thomas’ work All Power to All People powerfully mirrors Level Ground’s
guiding mission; a purpose-driven arts organisation that aims to create a fairer, more

inclusive, and more representative landscape for public art.

‘Level Ground is a radical new movement securing the future of public art. We believe art
can and should be beneficial to society, and that arts organisations have a responsibility
to make public art relevant and available to all. We have a bold vision and a practical
system to achieve this change and, after several years of hard work, we’re ready to

implement it across the UK — Simon Vaughn, Level Ground Co-founder

We are always looking for ambitious partners who believe in a fairer, more inclusive
approach to public art. If you would like to change art for the better, and support artists

and communities across the UK. Let’s talk: here

All Power to All People sculpture will travel from Glastonbury to
Yorkshire Sculpture Park, where the work will be on view through
August 2025

©2024 Level Ground, Hank Willis Thomas

Art plugged

ART PLUGGED Art Plugged is a contemporary platform inspired by a relationship with the

broader arts communities. We provide our audience with curated insight into
the world of art, from exhibitions to artist interviews and more.
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Hank Willis Thomas's new
public artwork at
Vancouver Art Gallery's
Offsite captures
empowerment and
solidarity of last half-
decade

Shown for the first time together and in water, three steel
sculptures on West Georgia play with reflection

BY
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Hank Willis Thomas and his exhibition Offsite: Hank Willis Thomas, at the Vancouver Art Gallery Offsite to April 27,
2024. Photo by Vancouver Art Gallery

A SHINY STEEL arm rises from a reflective pool,
muscles tense as it grabs an arm wielding a police
baton. Behind it, in a gesture of love and support: two
disembodied pairs of arms intertwine, one set lifting the
other. Nearby, in a third sculpture, a limb hoists a peace

sign out of the water.

New York City—based artist Hank Willis Thomas’s new
public artwork at the Vancouver Art Gallery Offsite,
outdoors at 1100 West Georgia Street, speaks with heart
to the social upheaval of recent times—to empowerment
and protest. And it was obvious that it was connecting
with the public immediately after its unveiling on
Friday. Instagrammers held up the peace sign in front of
the same massive gesture; tourists posed in front of the

trio of sculptures; and rush hour traffic slowed as


https://www.createastir.ca/

drivers gawked at this silvery salute to agency and

solidarity.

As Thomas said at an intimate press launch for the
sculptures, the viewer is implicated in the works. A
huge part of that is the material he has chosen: the
polished stainless steel mirrors those who gaze into it.
Because they’re disembodied, the limbs also allow the

viewer to fill in their own details of each scenario.

“It’s a very cold, hard material,” he said of the stainless
steel, “but it makes you think about strength and power.
So I love the duality of looking at something and seeing
myself reflected in it and having warmth and intimacy

and tenderness —in steel.”

The three works, made consecutively in 2021, 2022,
and 2023, sprung out of a period of seismic shifts in a
postpandemic world. He reflected: “I made these in
different mindframes—this concept of protest, play, and

love.”

This is Thomas’s first solo exhibition in Vancouver, a
result largely of his nine-year connection with
Vancouver Art Gallery deputy director and director of
curatorial programs Eva Respini. The three sculptures
have never been displayed together before, and never
been shown with water—an element that adds to their
reflective power. The arms thrusting out of the pool also
give a sense of surfacing, reminiscent of that old movie
poster for Excalibur that depicted a fist pushing a
glimmering sword out from underwater —making you
think of emergence, coming up for air, survival, and
exultation. At night, lighting allows the figures to throw
magnified shadows across the modular highrise walls at

the site.
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On view for one year, the works assert a new kind of
public “monument” in an era where old monuments are
being toppled. Last year, Thomas unveiled The
Embrace, a deeply moving 20-foot-tall sculpture,
created in collaboration with MASS Design Group, that
sits in Boston’s new 1965 Freedom Rally Memorial
Plaza. It’s an homage to King's speech at the Common,
his love for his wife Coretta, and the couple’s love for
the world. Instead of a statue to a war leader, we see a
monument to love and peace —two beautiful brown-

bronze arms and hands intertwined.

Born in 1976 in Plainfield, New Jersey, and raised in
New York, Thomas grew up surrounded by art and
artists. He was raised by a mother, Deborah Willis, who
was an art photographer and NYU art-history professor,
and a father, also Hank Thomas, who was a jazz
musician, film producer, and physicist. Being
surrounded by creatives was so everyday to his
existence that, counterintuitively, “I never even thought
of a career as an artist,” he said Friday. That changed in
adulthood, his work going on to sit in the collections of
top American institutions like the Museum of Modern
Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, and the
National Gallery of Art, and to be exhibited around

North America and Europe.
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Offsite: Hank Willis Thomas, at the Vancouver Art Gallery Offsite to April 27,
2024. Photo by Vancouver Art Gallery

Respini noted that Thomas’s sculptural work reflects his
background as a conceptual photographer and the way
his images “crop” and “focus” in on an action—in this
case body parts in gesture. The exhibit’s most intense
sculpture, 2021°s Strike, was drawn directly from artist
Louis Lozowick’s 1935 lithograph Strike Scene, from
the Whitney Collection: it depicts a Black man stopping
the baton of a policeman during union riots. The fist at

the wrist “pierced” Thomas when he saw it.

It’s not hard to see why. Thomas’s depiction of the
conflict in closeup brings to mind not just George Floyd
and Black Lives Matter, but also the police violence

that stirred African American uprisings during the
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1960s. Quoting Mark Twain, Thomas mused at the

unveiling that “History doesn’t repeat itself; it rhymes.”

Thomas is driven, in a way, to counteract the art of
advertising—the images we’re inundated with on a
daily basis that tell us what to buy, what to wear, and
who to be. “We have so little time to reflect,” he said,

“so I think fine art really has a civic duty.”

In past work, the artist has appropriated and reframed
advertising copy to provocative effect: Thomas’s 2006
B®anded series superimposed the ubiquitous Nike
swoosh logo onto the bodies of Black men, commenting
on the objectification of African-American men and

alluding to the branding of slaves by their owners.

Ultimately, the gleaming silver forms in Offsite: Hank
Willis Thomas vie for attention alongside the bus
shelter ads and glowing store signs along West Georgia.
Albeit here they demand an altogether different kind of
attention, not just to the conflict and oppression raging
around the world in this tumultuous last half decade, but
also to hope. "Often we're much more comfortble
talking bout the pain in our heart and sharing that pain
in our heart," reflected Thomas. "And while I revel in
that, I've been making a more and more conscious effort

in my practice to find ways toward love and liberation."
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Hank Willis Thomas and his exhibition Offsite: Hank Willis Thomas, at the
Vancouver Art Gallery Offsite to April 27, 2024. Photo by Vancouver Art
Gallery

Janet Smith

Janet Smith is an award-winning arts journalist
who has spent more than two decades
immersed in Vancouver's dance, screen,
design, theatre, music, opera, and gallery
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‘Our Medium Is American Democracy’: A New Book Compiles More than 550 Artist
Billboards

The project features seven years worth of billboards commissioned by the artist collective and activist group For
Freedoms.

Ai Weiwei, Question Mark (2020). Photo: Gabe Ford. Courtesy Ai Weiwei studio.

Brian Boucher (https://news.artnet.com/about/brian-boucher-244) June 7, 2024

& (https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.artnet.com%2Fart-world%2Fnew-book-artist-billboards-for-freedoms-
2498159&title=%E2%80%980ur%20Medium%20Is%20American%20Democracy%E2%80%99%3A%20A%20New%20Book%20Compiles%20Mo
Share

You read about it here first in 2016: when a foursome of artists launched For Freedoms, an organization that would mimic a
political action committee and give artists a public voice in the run-up to the presidential election that pitted Hillary Clinton
against Donald Trump, Artnet broke the news (https://news.artnet.com/market/artist-political-action-committee-441083).

Launched by artists Wyatt Gallery, Eric Gottesman, Hank Willis Thomas, and Michelle Woo, the group had among its aims “to
expand what participation in a democracy looks like.” Said the artists at the time, “Our medium for this project is American
democracy.”
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For Freedoms, Where Do We Go From Here?, published by Monacelli | Phaidon and designed by Albert James Ignacio.

One of its trademarks has been artist-commissioned billboards. Now, the founders, along with For Freedoms associate
director taylor brock, have authored the richly illustrated book Where Do We Go From Here?, which documents every billboard
the group has commissioned, totaling more than 550.

The roster includes superstars like Shepard Fairey, Theaster Gates, the Guerrilla Girls, Jenny Holzer, Rashid Johnson, JR,
Carrie Mae Weems, Deborah Willis, and Ai Weiwei. For Freedoms created the book with the help of creative director Albert
Ignacio, who has worked with the collective since its founding.



For Freedoms, Where Do We Go From Here?. published by Monacelli | Phaidon and designed by Albert James Ignacio.

track.appspot.com/2yNyrdfkgrXxxH7 WwTWUvOmMmRGDO58ixEXRJagLmzKKi6oqOjpjwFrl-
MGwdgN7PRECIjOWNHM8QwMSU2RrZ2YsllgQ7mCovPgLIzuhtr3k8VItpNr9pghid81p-
TPUr7E86jTsFmivnwCD5xbz7grdCum0OpPXxB5ftRT|j3zu9--
ekXBb100HzDuUSLEfldwz9MeW7Kz3ev1i8Is41JBCPyz7Mm1uJTg_tckPAT8IK6QHDPe7divdYvIlIXubgD2yFPCrmb3g) with a
publication date of October 15 (right before another election with Trump as the GOP standard-bearer).

The group’s name plays on a pillar of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1941 State of the Union address: that America offers freedom of
speech and worship along with freedom from want and fear. The enterprise didn’t manage to keep Trump from the White
House, but it has since undertaken many types of programming, including town halls, public art installations, and exhibitions,
across all U.S. states and some territories.
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https://department-pr-dot-yamm-track.appspot.com/2yNyrJfkqrXxxH7WwTWUv0mRGDO58ixEXRJaqLmzKKi6oqOjpjwFrI-mGwdqN7PREcljOwNHM8QwMSU2RrZ2YslIgQ7mCovPgLIzuhtr3k8VItpNr9pghid81p-TPUr7E86jTsFmivnwCD5xbz7grJCum0pPXxB5ftRTj3zu9--ekXBb1OoHzDuSLEfIdwz9MeW7Kz3ev1i8ls41JBCPyz7Mm1uJTg_tckPAT8lK6QHDPe7divdYvIllXubqD2yFPCrmb3g

Christine Wog Yap, How do you keep your heart open (For Susan)

“The billboards go up and they come down a couple weeks later and are never seen again,” said Gallery in a video call,
commenting on the impetus to create the volume. “Then they only remain present through photography, so the book is the
main place where the billboards will live on and continue to have an impact.”

“Everything is fleeting in the digital area,” said brock of the impetus behind creating a book, adding that they asked, “How can
we create a living archive?”


https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstO-qDrYvVcbNrTfvE8LEmW5sR0oH_khntw5P8JfmT5QZH-q3vHYc7_Fnx8AE_B2ChK309Dk-Jm_UqASChMNH8I0VXE0UdnQGSzMY6lN4rkp_qvDQupFDwnKKsQ3B61ZtFfbq_MgNa9xQIJz9bOBl9d-ZdzpDtMv1K55iHsAoW1g-FTwX7bH7qHxXBCX6N4gDgV1kb09gaE64JvK4KrhQVI9N_M-ZKc4RPqC67Zg2aOoKBHsBcBmSQcDQdewhB7tWfPC8MvZRRqby1gN0dSvc5vFA82si2vAG7LULx4Ae4pGPRTFApIZtsQKicLxPeltE9JpLj5f1hsPgOi1xG9hjtfm8PxA167OzdEz7HRh1VXMpBDlbnnXfZRmZL38XD80MjfslVNvlA&sai=AMfl-YScm8hi2z0ugXasRyGT5ywkCeMoqr89hQcR6AkKDmZ9JgtiJC3zmcOptNlym9q5LR0caYNuGb6HdqE8LW4lEtcxHZdolyA1QwtNR5ow4P9VzbWyJ7YL4SaoqPSJ8A&sig=Cg0ArKJSzPtXMM5GIErd&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&adurl=https://www.davidnolangallery.com/attachment/en/55264b97cfaf344b688b4568/TextOneColumnWithFile/6659fa025fa40808550ca7f7
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstO-qDrYvVcbNrTfvE8LEmW5sR0oH_khntw5P8JfmT5QZH-q3vHYc7_Fnx8AE_B2ChK309Dk-Jm_UqASChMNH8I0VXE0UdnQGSzMY6lN4rkp_qvDQupFDwnKKsQ3B61ZtFfbq_MgNa9xQIJz9bOBl9d-ZdzpDtMv1K55iHsAoW1g-FTwX7bH7qHxXBCX6N4gDgV1kb09gaE64JvK4KrhQVI9N_M-ZKc4RPqC67Zg2aOoKBHsBcBmSQcDQdewhB7tWfPC8MvZRRqby1gN0dSvc5vFA82si2vAG7LULx4Ae4pGPRTFApIZtsQKicLxPeltE9JpLj5f1hsPgOi1xG9hjtfm8PxA167OzdEz7HRh1VXMpBDlbnnXfZRmZL38XD80MjfslVNvlA&sai=AMfl-YScm8hi2z0ugXasRyGT5ywkCeMoqr89hQcR6AkKDmZ9JgtiJC3zmcOptNlym9q5LR0caYNuGb6HdqE8LW4lEtcxHZdolyA1QwtNR5ow4P9VzbWyJ7YL4SaoqPSJ8A&sig=Cg0ArKJSzPtXMM5GIErd&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&adurl=https://www.davidnolangallery.com/attachment/en/55264b97cfaf344b688b4568/TextOneColumnWithFile/6659fa025fa40808550ca7f7

Derrick Adams, Ode to Bayard Rustin, (2018). Photo: Mike Butler.

The book features texts by contributors including Whitney Museum of American Art associate curator Rujeko Hockley and

musician-activist-artist Nadya Tolokonnikova of Pussy Riot, as well as interviews with participating artists and behind-the-
scenes stories of the organization.

For Freedoms has also teamed up with other organizations, like Landback.Art and Times Square Arts, and the book offers an
overview of those collaborations.

At least at the beginning, the billboard project wasn’t met with universal praise.
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Shepard Fairey/Obey Giant, Wake Up to Justice (2020). Photo: Jeff Scroggins.

“Some of the criticism we got for doing billboards was that they were a private media space that makes the landscape ugly,”
said Gottesman on the video call, “but in order to inject the kind of discourse we wanted, we have to engage with systems
that are corrupted. Little did we know how corrupted the tools for communication are, and that’s becoming more and more
evident.”



For Freedoms: Where Do We Go From Here? published by Monacelli | Phaidon and designed by Albert James Ignacio.

Injecting art into public space in an unexpected way has paid dividends, including in the form of phone calls and emails
asking questions, including, said Gallery, “What side are you on?”

Mahvash Mostala, Reflection of Woman | (2022) LsSL.t ;. Photo: Austin Paz. Courtesy Even/Odd.

The book also delves into some of the challenges of collaboration, say the authors. Even determining what label to apply to
the book has been difficult. They’ve been calling it a monograph, but it’s almost more of a multigraph, or a monograph of
many artists. (With a laugh, they acknowledged that as a word, polygraph is unfortunately taken.)

The book focuses on the billboards not only because they’re the most visual project (more so than, say, town halls), but also
because they’re the group’s most public-facing work. But they are hardly the group’s sole focus, Gallery emphasized.

“We’ve wanted to show everything we do,” he said. “That might be the second book.”

Brian Boucher

(https://news.artnet.com/about/brian-boucher-244)


https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.artnet.com%2Fart-world%2Fnew-book-artist-billboards-for-freedoms-2498159&title=%E2%80%98Our%20Medium%20Is%20American%20Democracy%E2%80%99%3A%20A%20New%20Book%20Compiles%20More%20than%20550%20Artist%20Billboards
https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.artnet.com%2Fart-world%2Fnew-book-artist-billboards-for-freedoms-2498159&title=%E2%80%98Our%20Medium%20Is%20American%20Democracy%E2%80%99%3A%20A%20New%20Book%20Compiles%20More%20than%20550%20Artist%20Billboards
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Hank Willis Thomas, All Lies Matter, edition 201/400, 2019. Screenprint. Collection of the Jordan
Schnitzer Family Foundation. Courtesy Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation and Henry Art
Museum. Photo: Aaron Wessling Photography.
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In Hank Willis Thomas’s LOVERULES—From the Collections of Jordan D. Schnitzer and His Family
Foundation, at the Henry Art Gallery in Seattle, the material is the spectacle of American media
itself, and the most commercial parts of it: advertisements, sports, logos, slogans—in this place,
the United States, at this time—now, or what passes for now, which in Thomas’s hands includes
the last four hundred years.

The Henry’s first rooms are intimate, and the curation focuses on Thomas's text-based images in
two facing rooms. In one, Thomas'’s use of lenticular printing (a print of two overlayed images
laminated with finely grooved plastic refracting one image or the other, depending on your angle)
winks towards kitsch but is not. At first, one image reads ALL LIVES MATTER, but as you move,
the V in “lives” fades away. Hence the title All Lies Matter (2019). Across the room, Power
becomes Powerless—the “less” hovers, threatens. I saw a few people swaying side to side. On
another wall, advertising slogans sit in sublime glittery blackness: It's long, It's still. It's elegant.
Thomas frequently removes advertising slogans, leaving the photograph naked, but here he
leaves only text, font, and punctuation intact. So, just as if they were on a billboard, you read the
words without choosing to, just because they are there. Your eyes move without volition.
Thomas’s choreography continues with every subsequent room, and we all move from foot to foot
or duck around with a little flashlight, or become still, as if attending a memorial.



Hank Willis Thomas, Be A Man, edition 1 of 1, 2012. Liquitex on canvas. Collection of the Jordan
Schnitzer Family Foundation. Courtesy Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation and Henry Art
Museum. Photo: Aaron Wessling Photography.

Through the next door one sees the austere painting I Am Man (2007). It's blunt like concrete
poetry, black-on-white, sans-serif: I AM MAN. Be A Man and I Am Your Man hang on either side.
Presented like this, these common phrases become existentially loaded and imbued with a
reflection on the demands, and therefore the impossible binds, that Black men face. The typeface
Willis is using is taken from the famous "I AM a man” placards carried in the 1968 sanitation
workers’ strike, so we may need to linger to consider its ramifications, as well as the plays on
words with which Thomas engages. Only upon entering is I Am 3/5 Man visible. Here the violence
becomes specific: the fraction references the Three-Fifths Compromise of 1787, which counted
any enslaved person as a three-fifths person, denying slaves citizenship while allowing the
Southern states to maintain outsized representation in Congress. But you have to step into the
gallery to see the painting; you have to join to understand. And the drama in the reveal really
does make your heart skip a beat.

One of the funniest effects of Thomas’s work is that the basic function of the advertisements
remains. The images still make you want: charisma, cigarettes, sex, babies, personal beauty, or
whatever else they originally sold. The smiling (naked?) parents in The Johnson Family
(1981/2006), and the couple in Farewell Uncle Tom (1971/2007)—that sublime gaze as she
smokes!—are beautiful. Even as the potential of the title dawns on us and lands a gut punch, a
little fire of greed alights. For what, though? The solution, the call-to-action—namely, buy this,
smoke that, be like this, wear this shoe—is gone. The thing to buy is not on offer. You cannot get
what you want. This makes the desire wander around aimlessly; one is left only observing the
want, the void.

There is a lot of artwork out there about white women. And without looking away from the
specific role of white women in American racism, Thomas'’s Unbranded: A Century of White
Women is one of the most empathetic I've ever seen. For each year from 1915 to 2015, he
selected an advertisement, removed the words, and enlarged it. The images, devoid of their
phrases, brands, and logos, reveal a devastating conception of what white women are and should
be. (Sexually available and pleasing—surprise!) Addiction, masochism, and sadism are all
wordlessly encouraged in beauty advertisements, in jokes, in languid postures on chaises longues
with Black butlers on hand, in punched eyes over wry cigarette smiles; the racism is overt in
earlier years, covert later. None of it is new, but it’s still shocking. It’s eerily familiar to see an
ecstatic ice skater lift her leg high enough for a full reveal,