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Meet The Artist-Activist Whose George Floyd Portrait Captured Black Lives Matter Ethos

Nneka Jones’ hand-embroidered depiction of an American flag for TIME was completed over the span of 24 hours.

By Aliya Karim
Published on 9/3/2020 at 11:09 AM

Revolution

VISIONS OF A BLACK FUTURE THAT FULFILL A NATION'S PROMISE
BY PHARRELL WILLIAMS
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TYLER, THE CREATOR & MORE

Nneka Jones hand-embroidered the American flag for TIME’s Aug. 31-Sept. 7 issue. | TIME MAGAZINE
For TIME’s latest issue, “The New American Revolution,” the magazine commissioned Nneka Jones to embroider its cover.

The 23-year-old self-described activist-artist has spent years using her artwork to spark conversation around various social justice issues. Her 2018 “Sex Target” series used condoms and
paint to depict survivors of sexual abuse and trafficking.

More recently, Jones began exploring the medium of embroidery on canvas, sharing her process of stitching portraits on Instagram. But it was her stunning painting of George Floyd that
caught the eye of TIME’s international art director, Victor Williams.

Jones came to the U.S. from Trinidad and Tobago to pursue her BFA at the University of Tampa; she graduated this spring.
Below is a conversation between NowThis and Jones about her work. This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.
How do you use your art for activism and social justice?

After | had officially graduated, | realized that most, if not all, of my work was created with the intention to evoke some kind of change or bring awareness to a specific issue. And so it was
really after graduation that | identified that | was an activist-artist.

What I mean by that is I'm not just creating artwork for aesthetic pleasure, for having the artwork hang on the wall. And [instead I'm] trying for it to go beyond that, so that it creates
some kind of connection with the viewer and forces them to reflect within themselves, but also reflect with other people so that it starts that conversation of whatever the issue [that’s]
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being highlighted, whether it's racism or colorism or sexual abuse.

ADVERTISEMENT
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What was it about this medium — embroidery on canvas — that called out to you?

I was doing a lot more research on what kind of materials | can use to create that kind of effect just because I've always been into hyper-realistic painting and capturing the essence of a
person. That's my main goal when I'm doing a portrait.

| discovered a couple of embroidery artists that use different fabrics and embroidery thread and just textiles on the whole.

And | said, you know what? Why not try and experiment with it?

Must Watch

In This Together: 7-Year-Old Reads to Kids Online, Model Makes History
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The first-ever hand-embroidered piece that | completed was a portrait of myself. | usually document my process of any type of art that | do, whether it's a sculpture or a drawing or
painting, and | put that process on Instagram. A lot of people were like, “oh my gosh, I thought this was a painting [until I] saw the process of you actually hand-stitching it.”

My work evolved from identifying that | could use different materials and different textures to create this meaning, that | could manipulate whatever material, [even] thread, to capture
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artyouhungry
The University of Tampa

View more on Instagram

651 likes
artyouhungry

You asked for it! So here you go! (Sorry to everyone who wanted to see the final
FINAL thing) I will post it when it's complete | promise but | have come really far
and I'm excited to share & & LET'S CHAT:

| actually like the look of some parts of the canvas showing, it gives it a good
balance in some areas because | feel as though it might become
monotonous/boring if | did the entire portrait, what do you guys think?
Especially for the headwrap

But anyway started from the bottom now we HERE! | literally shared the first
stitch with you guys look at where we are now!!!'© @ @ #artyouhungry #art
#igart #caribbeanart #worldofartist #artists #follow #portrait #selfportrait
#experimentalpainting #progress #embroideryart #868 #trinidadianartist
#tampa #tampaart #african #headwrap #color #photooftheday #tbt

View all 92 comments

Add a comment...
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the essence of this person and still communicate the same messages.

How did this TIME-commissioned piece come to be?
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After George Floyd’s death, | had seen the video. And it made me cry. | felt like if | was referring to myself as an activist-artist, | had to do something. And what | do is make art. So |
decided that | was going to do a painting of him. | sat down that day and painted four hours, recorded a video, and posted it to my Instagram.

“ artyouhungry
79.3K followers

View more on Instagram

1,066 likes
artyouhungry

Justice for George Floyd ®

| can breathe.
YOU can breathe.

Let's use our "breath" to make sure the voices of those who are no longer with
us are heard.

Let's. Get. Justice.

#justiceforgeorgefloyd #icantbreathe #georgefloyd #georgefloydart
#artyouhungry #theshaderoom #complex #dopeblackart #blackman
#blackwomen #blackmen #black #blackart #justice #nnekajones
@complex @theshaderoom @uoftampa @willsmith @dopeblackart
@blackartexpo

View all 51 comments

Add a comment...

That [took off] on Instagram, as well as Facebook and other social media platforms, because a lot of people wanted to not only bring awareness to the incident that had happened with
regard to police brutality, but also [wanted to] remember him in a beautiful way, in the way that he was seen by his family and friends.

Victor saw the video, and he emailed me. He said he was very interested in having me work with TIME and collaborate with them on a project. But that project actually fell through.

This is now the second time that Victor has reached out to me. He reached out to me and told me about another project, but [he said], "We need it to be hand-embroidered. I've seen
your hand embroidery work. And | think it's going to fit with the theme with this issue.”

ADVERTISEMENT
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We went back and forth with ideas up until Monday of the week that it needed to be produced. So | had only 24 hours, and usually hand embroidery takes me a week to a month to
produce. So it was crazy.

What do you see when you look at this piece?

The piece is symbolic of a very optimistic and intentional future that's shifting towards equality, and literally showing that it's a work in progress towards a more close-knit future.

“ artyouhungry
Tampa, Florida

View more on Instagram

7,688 likes

artyouhungry

Kept this a secret but it's about @time | share that | was presented with the
opportunity to create an exclusive hand embroidered piece for the cover art of
TIME Magazine's recent issue "The New American Revolution" curated by
Pharrel Williams (@pharrell)

YES | SAID TIME MAGAZINE @

So so grateful for this opportunity. Thank you to everyone at TIME (Especially
Victor).

#artyouhungry #nnekajones #time #timemagazine #thefutureisblack
#thenewamericanrevolution
View all 762 comments

Add a comment...

If you look at the piece, you see that at the very top of it is a block stitch, it’s very closely-knit together. You can barely see the canvas. But as your eyes travel down the piece, you can
actually see more of the stitches, and the needle is physically left, stabbed into the canvas.
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It's showing that this is something that's a work in progress, it's something that needs to be done. But it takes time. It's not something that's gonna happen overnight, and in order for it

to happen, there need to be more opportunities for Black visionaries and leaders and creatives, to be uplifted.

This issue of TIME examines, as singer Pharrell Williams wrote, the “Black vision of the future.” As a Black woman, an artist, and an immigrant, what do you see for the future?

For me, this piece not only deals with America, but it also speaks to me on a global scale. I have people right now messaging me from my home in Trinidad and Tobago as well as
different places around the world, telling me that the piece represents hope for a better future.

It's people of different ethnicities reaching out to me, not just Black people, not just white people. As a Black woman and as an activist-artist, | felt like | did my part in terms of creating
something that speaks without using words. The hand-embroidered stitches show how intentional and how purposeful and hopeful the future would be if everyone makes an effort that

reflects on themselves in order to make the future a better one.
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