


NAEA: Does any memory stand out for you 
about your first art teacher or your first art 
classes? 

Hank Willis Thomas: I went to high school 
at the Duke Ellington School for the Arts in 
Washington, DC. What we were taught were 
critical thinking and storytelling. I would 
definitely give Marta Reid Stewart, who still 
teaches there, a huge credit as a teacher who 
introduced me to the concept of applying my 
ideas—my disparate ideas—to objects, images, 
and organization of text to tell a greater story. 

I also had a teacher, Margaret Paris, who ran the photography program—
part of the visual arts department. This was the ’90s; I’m not sure if it’s the 
same now, but she would just let us be there. I would be in the darkroom 
until midnight—by myself, sometimes. She trusted the students so much 
to give us keys to the darkroom and do our own creative experimentation, 
and that was pretty awesome—to have that kind of trust in a teacher. It was 
amazing to have someone believe in you in that way.

NAEA: When you were young, you liked to develop and print photos in 
your apartment. And then, some of your after-school activities were in the 
research archives at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
also in New York. Your mother, Deborah Willis—an artist and photographic 
historian—was a curator there for years. What stays with you most about 
that time in the archives? 

Thomas: The reading room really stuck with me. There were some beautiful 
Jacob Lawrence paintings. Those definitely left a huge impression on me.

NAEA: You often collaborate with other artists to create space for civic 
engagement, discourse, and direct action—and you’re a founding artist 
of For Freedoms, an art collective. One project involved staging town 
halls with billboards in 50 states. Another project posed questions about 
reimagining the culture of incarceration. 

Thomas: I have had the pleasure of being connected to so many brilliant 
artists, and in my life I’ve realized that so many of them were working on 
something that was greater than their studio practice. They were invested 
in storytelling for future generations and helping to create their world—
through their work to imagine a world that might help us to have new 
perspective[s] on the past and a clear vision on a brighter future. 

For Freedoms really grew out of that, and for the past 5 or 6 years, we’ve 
collaborated with and as artists who are citizens, as civic creators, in a society 
that has simply run out of answers to very simple questions—about how to 
make a more just and equitable society. 

What great art does at its best is ask questions that inspire… and to 
reconsider what we think we already know. We’ve done that with campaigns 
that included billboards, town halls, and exhibitions. We also were able 
to make photographs—that wound up on the cover of Time magazine—
reimagining Norman Rockwell’s Four Freedoms paintings, which seemed to 
be the quintessential portrait of America in the mid-20th century. However 
beautiful those images were, they seemed to kind of forget most of America. 
There was an almost exclusive highlight on White Anglo-Saxon Protestant 
identities. So we wanted to depict a more heterogeneously empowered 
America in those images, in an attempt to reimagine patriotism as 
something that can be inclusive and engaging.

NAEA: Have there been any surprises along the way with the collective?

Thomas: Well, I can say the past 5 years have been full of surprises! Having 
only existed in the Trump/COVID era, we’ve found that we need to be 
adaptable. Not only is society changing politics, it is changing values… [and] 
our personal lives and identities are also changing, so we find the need to be 
flexible and be even more thoughtful about how we speak to and engage 
[with] audiences, because so much is changing so fast.

NAEA: The public dialogue seems so much coarser now.

Thomas: Yes, and this is where we feel like it’s important to find ways to 
make space for healing, to make space for ingenuity—because we can now 
send people to outer space from private companies, but we can’t figure out 
how to get people to care for one another and their communities. 

So, we feel the work has to continue, and part of the artist’s responsibility 
is to imagine that anything is possible—even a better world. That’s not a 
cliché; what I think keeps so many artists in the studio is that they think that 
what they do might somehow or someday matter to someone else. And 
often, it does. It often is after an artist is dead, after they think they’ve failed, 
that they make something that is transformative.

NAEA: What’s next for the collective?

Thomas: Another Justice is a card campaign focusing on new pathways 
toward justice. The way we think about justice, and the way we enact 
justice in our society is finite. We’ve been collaborating with people who are 
currently or formerly incarcerated, people who are invested in environmental 
justice, gender justice, racial justice, or issues related to access/accessibility. 
Another upcoming project is called The Citizen’s Guide to Healing. 

NAEA: You’ve also been an educator—teaching at MFA programs at the 
Maryland Institute College of Art, Yale, and elsewhere. How was that 
experience? 

Thomas: My mother is the chair of the photography department at New 
York University. Being the son of a curator who became a professor, it’s clear 
that there is a lot that is challenging about the education system. 

I also believe that, especially within art education, a lot of what’s being 
taught is liberation—helping people to find, build, and create freedom for 
themselves and to share that with others. My experience being in school 
as a student and as a professor has been really connected to this amazing 
opportunity and ambition of being a meaningful influence.… That’s exciting 
to think about: how one thing you say could actually, hopefully productively, 
reshape and reimagine someone’s life. And that’s just really cool! 

NAEA: Consistently over the years, you’ve said that both “artists and art 
institutions need to be central” in addressing the need for social change. 
How best can students and educators alike take part in that? 

Thomas: One way is I think we have to all recognize that we are part of the 
problem—which gives us great opportunity because it also means that we 
are likely part of the solution. The things that we see that might be wrong 
or challenging in society are also things that can be inspiring to us and to 
others. So that’s a big takeaway for me.

NAEA: If you could invite any artists and/or advocates—or anyone, 
really—to a coffee conversation or dinner party to talk about art or the 
role of art, who would they be? And why?

Thomas: I’m not picky! I’ve had the 
privilege of having had dinners with 
some people who I’ve always looked 
up to and been inspired by, but I’ve 
also had equally, and probably many 
more, dinners with total strangers that 
I didn’t know, or didn’t even know they 
were famous or important artists—and 
been blown away. In For Freedoms and 
my other collaboration, we believe that 
everyone is an artist. It’s just a matter of 
how they identify themselves. But we 
know when we call ourselves artists we 
allow ourselves to be more expansive, 
more generous, more audacious, and more exciting, more interesting. So I’d 
love to sit at a table with anyone who is self-identifying as an artist so that 
we can, through our conversations, through our meals, through whoever 
else we invite to the table, make beautiful work.

NAEA: What projects are ahead for you? Solo exhibits? 

Thomas: I have a solo exhibition at Jack Shainman Gallery in Chelsea in 
the fall. I currently have a collaborative project with MASS Design Group 
called the Gun Violence Memorial Project at the National Building Museum 
in Washington, DC. In early 2023, we’ll be debuting a sculpture called The 
Embrace in Boston Common that pays homage to the legacy of love of 
Dr. Martin Luther King and Coretta Scott King.

NAEA: Is there anything else you wish to add for those students or art 
educators reading this interview?

Thomas: What I’d love to tell everyone who asks me for an important thing 
to remember when exploring a career in the arts is “Don’t be realistic.” The 
chances that you’ll be able to make a living in any aspect of the art worlds 
isn’t realistic. No one ever did make a living in a creative field being realistic.

NAEA: What keeps you going? How do you encourage others to do so?

Thomas: I had the privilege of watching my mother never stop and 
never give up, and also her peers, Carrie Mae Weems, Lorna Simpson, 
Fred Wilson.… Having grown up around a lot of artists, I understood 
subconsciously what it takes and that it doesn’t really matter if society 
validates you. What matters is that you believe in yourself. n
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A Conversation With Hank Willis Thomas
Leading Contemporary Artist Explores Identity, Media, and Popular Culture

Hank Willis Thomas is known for his photography and public installations—which incorporate items as diverse as 
the Nike logo, a smashed-up chopper motorcycle, and the Confederate flag. Each of his works boldly leads us to 
look more deeply, more critically at our society. Thomas is “not one to shy from digging into the complex nature of 

the images we consume,” said the Los Angeles Times in one review.1 The Brooklyn-based artist, whose pieces are in many 
museums across the country, spoke with the National Art Education Association (NAEA) about his art teachers, his early 
love of the darkroom, collaborating with others, and imagining that anything is possible.

“Within art education, a 
lot of what’s being taught 
is liberation—helping 
people to find, build, 
and create freedom for 
themselves and to share 
that with others.”


