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Few Americans can deny that progress has been made towards the elimination of racial 
discrimination in the United States over the past fifty years; during this period, it is popularly 
believed that professional sports has been a major vehicle for black Americans to become 
accepted as equals in American society. Examples of black individuals who have succeeded 
in sports abound, from Jackie Robinson’s historic breaking of the color barrier in Major 
League Baseball in 1947 to Michael Jordan’s career with the NBA and resultant ascendancy 
to stardom (and incredible wealth) in the 1980s and 1990s. But this history of spectacular 
success stories has glossed over the troubled relationship between race and sports in America.

Over the course of the past decade, Hank Willis Thomas has consistently made work that 
provocatively deals with the perception and presentation of African Americans in the context 
of popular culture. It would seem inevitable that the artist would be drawn to sports, not 
only because of their central role in African-American identity, but also because of the role 
that black athletes play in marketing and advertising in the culture at large. However, the 
story of Thomas’s engagement with sports goes beyond sociology to include the personal.  
In the week that the artist applied to graduate school in 2000, his cousin, Songha Willis, was 
senselessly murdered during a robbery attempt in North Philadelphia. Songha had been on a 
full scholarship at The Catholic University of America in Washington due to his prowess as 
a basketball player, but his scholarship had recently ended after a series of injuries took him 
off the court. The death of Thomas’s cousin was not directly related to his short career in 
college basketball, but the tragedy of the murder made the artist reflect deeply on the way the 
black male body is a site of violence, spectacle, and for some, profit. The promise that sports, 
particularly basketball and football, offer to black Americans is profound, and as Thomas’s 
critical eye turned towards the topic it was informed by what happened to Songha— 
an experience echoed in so many young lives.

Football and Chain, 2011
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York



Certainly black athletes aren’t the only ones controlled by the economic system that has been set 
up by both college and professional sports, but in the case of African Americans the situation 
is more complicated because of the history of poverty and disenfranchisement that has been at 
the core of racial inequity in the United States. As New York Times sportswriter William C. 
Rhoden has written, “The sports industry is not just a signature aspect of the American way 
of life, but has also become a major component of the American economy. What distinguishes 
sports from other industries is the nature of its raw material: For the past fifty years, the prime 
raw resource in the sports industry has been black muscle. The work of the industry is to 
extract those bodies from where they primarily reside—in the black neighborhoods of rural 
and urban America—and put them to work.”  

In the photograph Cotton Bowl, Thomas has created a powerfully symmetrical image in 
which football’s line of scrimmage mirrors the African-American past and present. Each side 
of the line has a figure in an iconic pose: a post-slavery era sharecropper and a contemporary 
college football lineman. Both figures—separated in time by not even a century—rely on 
their physical and mental stamina, and both are economic engines that power an industry. 
Clearly, the rewards for the very few black athletes who succeed are enormous, but the 
fact remains that by and large the corporate and college interests that control their success 
are at an advantage, with the players regarded at best as employees, at worst simple assets 
in vast money-making enterprises. The phenomenal growth of the NBA in the 1980s and 
1990s can be directly connected to the emergence of figures like Earvin “Magic” Johnson, 
Michael Jordan, and Shaquille O’Neal, fuelling the spread of cable sports as a new and 
valuable component in the American entertainment industry. This period also witnessed 
a greater growth rate in the number of young black males being incarcerated than those 
attending college. In 1999, during the NBA finals, power forward Larry Johnson garnered 
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controversy by publicly stating what was obvious to many: “Here’s the NBA, full of blacks, 
great opportunities, they made beautiful strides. But what’s the sense of that…when I go 
back to my neighborhood and see the same thing? I’m the only one who came out of my 
neighborhood. Everybody ended up dead, in jail, on drugs, selling drugs. So I’m supposed to 
be honored and happy or whatever by my success. Yes, I am. But I can’t deny the fact of what 
has happened to us over the years and years and we’re still at the bottom of the totem pole.”  

At least since the time of ancient Rome, the concept of the spectacle has been a central 
feature of public entertainment. The dictionary defines spectacle as “a public show or 
display, especially on a large scale,” and in the age of mass media spectacle has become 
an artifact of media itself. In the present day, professional sports, celebrity, and politics 
are the primary forms that spectacle takes in our society, and these enterprises are not just 
being controlled, but are carefully managed for profit by the media industry under the guise 
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of “news” and “entertainment,” categories that are increasingly not mutually exclusive. 
The worlds of sports, celebrity, and politics have a symbiotic relationship with the media 
industry in crafting their messages (and images) and Thomas’s interests as an artist are based 
on rigorous analysis of how images, both contemporary and historical, are framed, and by 
whom and to what ends.

Segregation and racism in America created (particularly after Reconstruction in the 
South) another form of spectacle: the lynch mob. The crowds that attended lynchings, 
often numbering in the hundreds, gathered not so much to directly participate, but rather 
to watch the spectacle of summary execution. In 1930 Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith, 
two African Americans, were lynched in cooperation with the police in Marion, Indiana. 
A local photographer’s lens captured the mob surrounding the hanging bodies, and the 
image was widely distributed. Seven years later Abel Meeropol, a Jewish schoolteacher in 
New York City, came across the photograph of the Marion lynching, which inspired him 
to write a poem that he eventually set to music. The resulting song, Strange Fruit, was 
performed and popularized in 1937 by Billie Holiday, becoming the first protest song in 
popular recorded music:

Southern trees bear a strange fruit,
Blood on the leaves and blood on the root,
Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze,
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.

Pastoral scene of the gallant south,
The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth,
Scent of magnolias, sweet and fresh,
Then the sudden smell of burning flesh.

Here is the fruit for the crows to pluck,
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck,
For the sun to rot, for the trees to drop,
Here is a strange and bitter crop. 

Thomas has brought together the works in this exhibition under the title of Strange 
Fruit partially because the reality of lynching was widely disseminated via photographic 
images—like the one that influenced Meeropol’s song—that were turned into souvenir 
postcards for popular consumption. In the works that use basketball as a subject, 
Thomas has replaced the hoop with the hangman’s noose, creating his own spectacle that 
is trans-historical and outside the control of the media. As Thomas has written, “…What 
happens when the visual legacy of American lynching collides with the visual legacy of 
the slam dunk? Can 21st century images of African-American men in triumph be seen 
as responses to 20th century images of them in torture? Are they a form of erasure  
or evolution? What is the relationship between black fieldwork, then and now? Can the 
ubiquitous language of commodity culture and advertising be employed to speak to and 
about more than merchandise and celebrity? If so, to what end?”  

Much of Thomas’s work has focused on the language found in images from the world of 
advertising and marketing, and the works included in this exhibition use visual devices 
frequently wielded by marketing professionals, such as glamour and metaphor. But there 
are other, deeper associations that help create the visual power of the works on view, 
particularly the psychological realism pioneered in painting in the late Renaissance. 
Painters such as Caravaggio understood the dramatic use of light, and he often placed his 
subjects in vast areas of darkness to accentuate the theatrical. Later, artists including the 
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Spanish painter Zurbarán not only placed their religious allegories in featureless voids, 
but also isolated individual figures to accentuate their spiritual qualities. In Thomas’s 
video work Overtime, a solitary basketball player performs in a darkened setting. As he 
is playing alone, he is playing against himself, pitting his abilities against the parameters 
of the court. But in this case, the hoop is a noose and history—not just a game—seems 
to hang in the balance; the soundtrack, a haunting chorus that is a combination of a 
spiritual and a work song, casts the solitary performance as more of a metaphysical 
dance than an athletic activity. At the end, the figure makes a move resembling a slam dunk—
swinging from the rope as a player dangles from the rim after a power shot. There is also a 
question left hanging: is the player triumphant or is he in mourning? Or both?

From its inception, slavery in the New World was primarily based on economic need, 
not racial prejudice, with the free labor of African people being key to the success of 
the struggling agricultural ventures of European colonists. Thomas’s critique of the role 
of black athletes in American sports is as much about the machinery of capitalism as it 
is about racism, a viewpoint that is certainly radical, but increasingly relevant as once 
again we find ourselves in a period where there is serious concern about the rapid growth 
of economic inequity in American society.

Richard Klein, exhibitions director   

1 William C. Rhoden, Forty Million Dollar Slaves (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2006), p. 174.

2 Associated Press, June 24, 1999, “No One is Safe from Johnson’s Wrath”  
   (http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/basketball/nba/1999/playoffs/news/1999/06/24/finals_notebook) 

3 © Warner/Chappell Music, Inc., EMI Music Publishing

4 From an artist’s statement created in conjunction with the exhibition Strange Fruit, presented 
   at the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, 2011.

5 For a fascinating overview of the role of slavery in the sugarcane and tobacco industries in the 
   New World, see Charles C. Mann’s book 1493: Uncovering the New World Columbus Created 
   (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011).

Works in the Exhibition

All dimensions height x width in inches

And One, 2011
Digital c-print, 2/5
Edition of 5, 1 AP
60 x 28 1/2

The Cotton Bowl, 2011
Digital c-print, 3/3
Edition of 3, 1 AP
65 x 96

Football and Chain, 2011
Digital c-print, 1/3
Edition of 3, 1 AP
35 1/4 x 96

All works courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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Overtime, 2011
Video, color, sound; 5:00 minutes
Music: Ditto
Exhibition copy
Edition of 3, 1 AP

Strange Fruit, 2011
Digital c-print, 1/5
Edition of 5, 1 AP
60 x 28 ½
Private collection, New York
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look. look again.

The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum advances creative 
thinking by connecting today’s artists with individuals and 
communities in unexpected and stimulating ways.
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Hank Willis Thomas: Strange Fruit is part of united states, a semester 
of solo exhibitions and artist’s projects that approach both the nature 
of the United States as a country and “united states” as the notion 
of uniting separate forms, entities, or conditions of being. Timed to 
coincide with the 2012 American election season, united states also 
includes solo exhibitions by Pedro Barbeito, Jonathan Brand, Brody 
Condon, Brad Kahlhamer, Brian Knep, and Erik Parker, and projects 
by Jane Benson, Alison Crocetta, Celeste Fichter, Erika Harrsch, Nina 
Katchadourian, Matthew Northridge, Risa Puno, John Stoney, Sui Jianguo, 
Frances Trombly, Rosemary Williams, and Jenny Yurshansky.

The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum  

258 Main Street, Ridgefield, CT 06877

Tel 203.438.4519, Fax 203.438.0198, aldrichart.org
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