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Victory, for Giveon, isn't a given: it's a gift. While the LA-born singer-songwriter concedes that the public 
reception to art can't always be controlled, the process and the expression can; mastering this in the 
most truthful way possible leads to, if not always critical acclaim, self-actualisation. Cutting his teeth 
singing 'Happy Birthday' at family friends' parties, the singer-songwriter has deftly scaled up his creative
practice, moving from a self-released debut (Garden Kisses) to a feature on a number one single (2021’s
Peaches with Justin Bieber and Daniel Caesar) to a Grammy nomination in a matter of years. While his 
ascent may have been rapid, as the title of his debut EP Take Time suggests, easy wins are not possible;
quality tastes best when it's been brewed, not manufactured for instant consumption.

Here, Giveon discusses this and more with Brooklyn-based image-maker John Edmonds, an artist 
working in photography best known for his portraits of Black men in America, exhibiting in the Brooklyn 
Museum and winning the Foam Paul Huf Award in 2021. Sitting down together following their cover shoot
for DUST, both discuss the affirmative nature of personal achievements, the power of staying true to 
ourselves and our collective pursuit towards inner peace. Victory is a virtue: the ultimate telos of every 
creative.

Giveon in conversation with  John Edmonds

TRUTH. CONFLICT. PEACE. SCALE AND VICTORY.

GIVEON - It’s good to see you here 
in L.A.

JOHN EDMONDS - Every time I come 
to L.A., I feel like stepping into a dif-
ferent world.

G. - That's so crazy. I'm from here, 
my family is from here, and I feel my
L.A. experience is so different from 
everyone else's. When someone asks 
me why I like L.A., it's not easy to 
answer as the L.A. that is home to
me is very different from what people 
usually think of this city. Only in the 
past few years have I seen the other 
side of it and realised there's this 
invisible line separating it from where 
I grew up. It's crazy how different it 
is, how fast-paced it is. I grew up in a 
place that was culturally very mixed. 
My high school was split between 
Asian, White, Black, Hispanic and 
Pacific Islander students; I've always 
been immersed in various cultures,
whether it be in terms of food, fash-
ion, or anything else artistic. I grew 
up in a place where you could just 
do your own thing and let everything 

else coexist. It instilled in me the idea 
that if someone else doesn't under-
stand what you’re doing, then that's
completely fine. If something's not for 
them, you can't do anything about it. 
More than that, I grew up in a house 
with all boys: four of us and my mom. 
It was an imbalanced blend of mas-
culinity and my mom’s soft touch of 
femininity. In terms of art and creativ-
ity, I was the only one of my brothers 
to pursue this passion.

J.E. - And how was that?

G. - I had to learn from an early age 
that whenever you want to do some-
thing creatively or express something,
you have to stand your ground be-
cause not everyone around you might 
agree with your taste or what you are 
doing. I think my upbringing accounts 
for all of that.

J.E. - Interesting. I didn't know you 
came from a tribe of men. It's actually 
quite the opposite for me. I was born 
and raised in Washington, D.C. Met-
ropolitan Area, and I grew up among 

sisters: I have three older sisters. 
My mom raised us, for the most part, 
by herself. I think a lot of my work 
has revolved around portraiture and 
the presence of the male body as a 
subject because I did not grow up 
with that kind of guidance. When I 
was growing up, I was always really 
interested in creativity and expres-
sion. My mom tried to encourage me
to get into sports, but that was some-
thing that I never really succeeded at. 
Instead, something I always did was 
take pictures. I was using my older 
sister's camera, which became a tool 
through which I could understand the
world around me. It became a way to
learn how to articulate my thoughts, 
emotions, and my inner world. That's
what photography became for me.
Eventually, it evolved into something 
more serious and since I did not 
excel in school, art was my only way 
to progress. It allowed me to travel, 
and it allowed me to be social. I was 
pretty shy and photography became
a social tool and a way to connect 
with others. So, funnily enough, I’ve
always thought that photography
taught me how to speak. It helped me 
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develop a sense of my identity and 
voice through what I do. Art serves as 
an extraordinary vessel for a combi-
nation of ideas to come through. The 
creative process, as we know, is not 
a linear thing. And in the same way,
identity isn't either.

G. - I feel the same way, as music is 
part of my identity. It could not be 
any other way. The downside is that 
it can become tricky as it grows, and 
external criticism becomes more
prominent in the creative process. 
When you're an artist like you or 
me, it starts to feel like some people 
are directly criticizing you because 
what you create is deeply personal, 
and you pour your heart into it to
the point where you can't separate
yourself from your creation. It's quite
fascinating.

J.E. - I can relate. But how do you 
find the balance in that? Like being 
so expressive and open about 
your life and your own experienc-
es through your music while also 
having to take criticism from the 
general public? How do you navi-
gate that?

G. - My biggest advice is to surround 
yourself with your own network and 
only do what you and your group 
feel in your gut. I could say "just 
trust yourself," but you don't want to
create solely for yourself. However, 
if you have your network, your tribe, 
and if you all love what you're doing 
and someone else out there hates it, 
there's nothing you can do about it. 
It's your gut feeling versus theirs. The 
question isn't who's right or wrong, 
but who you prioritize. It still takes 
practice, but when an artist is true to
themselves and where they're coming 
from, I respect it, and I think the pub-
lic does too.

J.E. - It sounds like you're saying that 
you just have to be strong and trust 

yourself and the process, essentially 
knowing and relying on who you are 
because people don't have to accept 
you. People don't have to like you. 
People don't have to like what you do.
As long as you accept yourself, you'll 
find your own voice and peace at the 
end of the day.

G. - Most of the time, we compromise 
peace over other goals we may have 
because—whatever medium we are 
using—we have our aims and ambi-
tions. But, since we haven't reached 
those goals yet, we don't know what 
comes along with them or what price 
we have to pay. Additionally, there are 
so many distractions, and the world is 
so saturated that if you're not con-
stantly showcasing yourself to every-
one, you risk becoming irrelevant. It's
a difficult path to walk, and it's easy
to get lost. For me, the solution to
navigating this is to stay true to myself 
and remain in a place where I feel 
strong. As you said, the ultimate goal 
is peace. I believe that is the destina-
tion you should aim for.

J.E. - Concerning this exact point, 
I want to go back to what you said 
about scale, though, because I find 
that a really interesting challenge that 
all artists must face when dealing 
with the masses. What you said about 
scale struck me because I remem-
bered that I read somewhere that your 
mom used to encourage you to sing 
at birthday parties when you were 
young.

G. - That's how it all started, actual-
ly. My mom noticed that I could sing 
when she would play songs around 
the house, and I would naturally start 
singing along because she would
play the same song repeatedly. It 
initially began as muscle memory 
for me. And then she would hear 
me singing and pick up on the little 
things that you would know if you 
know how to sing, like certain vo-

cal runs, pitches, and keys. Since 
I didn't excel in school, my mom 
coudn´t showcase my report card 
with praises for good grades or 
perfect attendance. But she had 
something else to show. So at every 
family birthday party, she just had
me sing Happy Birthday. From then, 
I would just start singing at whoev-
er's birthday. That's how I started 
singing. Looking back, my early of 
making music were primarily focused 
on self-expression. I viewed it as a 
means to express myself authen-
tically. But, as my fanbase started 
to grow and my desire to expand 
my reach increased, I found myself 
feeling obliged to integrate certain 
manufacturing aspects into my cre-
ative process. This has always pre-
sented a challenge for me because 
blending spontaneous expression
with manufactured aspects creates 
an internal conflict. It is easier for 
artists who are not purely focused 
on spontaneous expression to
navigate the process of scaling. For 
them, manufacturing is more natural 
and less bothersome. But, when you 
are scaling while staying true to your 
natural self, relying on your own in-
stincts and being your own strategy, 
the pressure becomes increasingly
intense. You feel incredibly vulnera-
ble. A big step for me in overcoming 
this fear was when I realized that 
I couldn't control the outcome of 
what I put out there. It also made 
the whole experience much more 
fun. It's about understanding that
you truly have no control over the 
outcome and simply letting it be. You 
can create the best work possible, 
but the result is ultimately beyond 
your control. The only thing I can 
control is the process of expression, 
which is what I try to focus on.

J.E. - In this sense, I want to talk 
more about your voice and how you 
navigate the peaks and valleys of life, 
relationships, and career. I'm curious 
about how you think conflict brings 
beauty to what you do.
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Photographer JOHN EDMONDS at Artist 
Commissions. Stylist YASHUA SIMMONS 
at The Wall Group. Talent GIVEON. Casting 
Director NICOLA KAST at Webber Represents. 
Groomer ESTHER FOSTER. Photo Assistant 

DOMINIQUE ELLIS. Digital Technician MICHAEL 
PREMAN. Stylist Assistants STEF CONTRERAS.
Photographer Agent SHEA SPENCER. Producer 
to John Edmonds JEMMA HINKLY. Production 
138 Productions. Executive Producer SIMON 

MALIVINDI. Producer KELLY JACOBSON. 
Production Assistants DANTE COSTA, MARTIN 
GARCIA. Post Production by Two Three Two. 
Special Thanks to Two Three Two.
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