The Negro Clocks:
1985-2000
by John John
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“The purpose of the Negro Clocks is not to tell time…”
The Negro Clocks do not tell time. Yes, by
definition, they are clocks – complete with
working mechanisms, hands, and faces.
But it is a different kind of face that makes
them so engaging. An amassing of more
than one dozen handcrafted constructions
that depicts our nation’s sordid history
(and infamy) with racism, the clocks
(designed as a series from 1985 to 2000)
are adorned in old photographs, impastos,
magazine and newspaper clippings, and
other found artifacts that today may seem
shocking, but just decades ago were socially
acceptable. The Negro Clocks dissect the
notions of race and identity in ideologies in
political, social, and religious connotations.
They do not tell time, rather they represent
time and display the insanity of racism
both on their surfaces and in their
kinetic inner-mechanisms.
“A lot in the Negro Clocks point to the
absurdity of racism,” says John John,
creator of the Negro Clocks. “Racism is
universal. I am a member of the human
race. We all are. I find the color of skin
completely irrelevant. I applaud all the
differences in the human being that God
created in his image.”
The question of identity is a recurring
theme the Negro Clocks challenges its

audience. This is most noted by the fact
that John John is a white, homosexual
male channeling his own life’s experiences
with racism and intolerance – from
growing up a persecuted gay man amid
the nation’s Civil Rights Movement to the
stoning he received from a group of African
American youths the night of the verdict
in the Rodney King case in 1993. It is John
John’s lack of filter (one of his greatest
character traits) that gives the Negro
Clocks pure authenticity, while keeping
them laced with traces of both brutal
honesty and unrequited irony. They are
poignant, provocative, humorous,
and shocking – much like the
conceptual artist himself.
“Over the 16 years I’ve done the Negro
Clocks, they’ve followed my creative path.
These are from my heart,” says John John.
“I’m ultimately indifferent on people’s
judgments on me because I am not black.
They are so adamant about the fact that it
wasn’t possible for me to make these clocks
because I’m not black. But there are 16 of
them here. That’s why the 1997 clock asks
‘How Racist is America?’ I find people’s
attitudes about my artwork irrelevant.
The Negro Clocks exist and they have
something to say.”

About John John
Unabashed, untamed, unpredictable.
The work of John John is a blend of
pop, contemporary, expressionist, and
surrealism laced with the mentality of the
DADA movement and rooted in the art of
identity politics of the 1980s. He credits his
artwork as insanity with no real dedicated
style and his mediums range from
photography to painting to constructions to
jewelry. “Picasso once said it’s all one style,
it’s all me…and I feel the same way. I’m
inspired by me.” John John was born in the
South but raised in Chicago and has been
a part of numerous exhibitions in the city
in a variety of mediums. Additionally, he
has four of his comic books in permanent
collection at the Museum of Contemporary
Art. He describes his life and work as a
“beautiful chaos.”

About JNFA
Jennifer Norback Fine Art is one of the
premier galleries located in Chicago’s
River North arts district. Founded in 2008,
JNFA specializes in representing artists
from Chicago and Paris with a focus on
contemporary art that recognizes the
long humanist tradition of art, but is also
responsive to the contemporary world.
JNFA believes in creating a genuine,
interactive experience for its visitors
and does so through regular exhibitions,
workshops, tours, lectures, musical
performances, and more.
For more information, visit
www.jennifernorbackfineart.com.
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“I have never lined these clocks up chronologically,
though it has always been my dream to. I often
wondered, would they tell a story?”
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“A gallery owner once told me if I was black, my Negro Clocks
would be famous. I thought about it and concluded he was
focusing on color, much like a racist. To me, color is irrelevant.”
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“I was a young child during the Civil
Rights Movement, but I saw it on TV
every night. It was the time of my life
when I was coming to terms with being gay
and the oppression I felt in my family
and at school. I related to the movement
as I too felt a need for liberation.”
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“People ask me today what I was thinking when making
these clocks. I honestly can’t remember the premise or
what I was thinking. But I can speak about them with
conjecture…the Negro Clocks say more than most of my
other works do. I always had full confidence in them.”
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