
Getting to know Kehinde Wiley 

African American Artist Kehinde Wiley was born in 1977, in Los Angeles to an 

African American mother and Nigerian father. His mother raised Wiley and his five 

siblings alone after their father returned to Nigeria after completing his studies. 

Recognizing his artistic talent at a young age, she enrolled him and his twin brother in 

after-school art classes, and they enjoyed competing with one another to see who 

could create the most realistic work.  

 Kehinde Wiley’s art is strongly influenced by his experiences as a young black 

man growing up in the United States. His unique style of painting blends the tradition 

of oil painted portraits with a contemporary message, confronting histories of empire, 

colonialism, and slavery. Wiley noted that portraits found in museums were created to 

indicate the power of the sitter, and there is a start lack of black portraits in Western 

Art. In response, Wiley chooses people he meets in the streets to be his models. By 

appropriating traditional formats, he reclaims the dignity, authority, and power 

associated with portrait painting for his contemporary sitters.  

 Among his numerous notable achievements, Kehinde Wiley became the first 

African American artist to paint the official U.S. Presidential portrait for the 

Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery, when President Barack Obama selected him for 

the honor in 2018. 

  
 
 
 
 



Make your own Kehinde Wiley inspired self-portrait 

 Materials not included in your art kit that you will need:  
• Scissors 
• Photograph of yourself 

 

The patterned backgrounds in Kehinde Wiley’s portrait works are heavily 

influenced by the block art print wallpaper by William Morris. He was introduced to 

these ornate designs as a child through his mother’s second-hand furniture store. He 

has even created several pieces as a collaboration with the William Morris Gallery in 

London.  

In your art pack, you will find a William Morris wallpaper coloring page for your 

own portrait. Look at the examples below. What colors does Wiley use? Why do you 

think he selected those colors? Now color your wallpaper page with colors that 

represent you best.  

Next, either choose a photo of yourself or create a new photo with a pose. How 

do you want to represent yourself in this portrait? Look below at example for different 

poses or create one entirely of your own.  

Notice how the patterns intertwine and overlap the people in the portrait. Take 

your own photo and cut around the outline. Place your photo on the background and 

decide where you want the pattern to overlap. Now cut out pieces of the photo to 

show the background in those places.  

Now glue your photo to the background, and you have your very own Kehinde 

Wiley inspired self-portrait!  

 

 

To include your artwork in a virtual community exhibition, please submit an 

image or scan to submissions@markartsks.com with your name and age. 

mailto:submissions@markartsks.com


                           
 
 
 
 

 

                      
 

Portrait of Asia Imani, Gabriella Esnae 
and Kaya Palmer, 2020, Oil on Linen 

Portrait of Barack Hussein Obama, 
2018, Oil on Canvas 

Charles I, 2018, Oil on Canvas Antoine, ‘The Grand Batard de 
Bourgogne,’ 201, Oil on Linen 


