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ABSTRACT 

American art museums have long been elite, white, male dominated spaces where white, 

Euro-American women have appeared as merely muses or subjects of artworks. Rarely are 

women of color represented in the museum in artworks or as artists. This senior thesis, “Coloring 

the Canon: The Revisionist Work of Mickalene Thomas,” examines the work of contemporary 

artist Mickalene Thomas to interrogate issues of race, gender, and sexuality in American culture. 

Skeen argues that Thomas makes as an intervention in the art world by revising canonical works 

to feature more women of color, rendering her black female subjects with agency, and 

incorporating “low-brow” art forms into her paintings. Thomas’ work looks back to the art of 

modern masters like Edouard Manet and Gustave Courbet and more recent sources of inspiration 

including her personal experience as a black woman raised in the 1970s, influenced by the Civil 

Rights Movement, Black is Beautiful Movement, and Second Wave Feminism. This intervention 

serves to upend the hierarchies that underlie the art world. In “Coloring the Canon,” Skeen 

demonstrates the need for more diverse stories and voices in the American canon and museum. 
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INTRODUCTION 

(Fig. 1) In 2016, Mickalene Thomas produced this portrait of Supermodel Naomi 

Campbell—recognized as one of the first prominent black models of the 1970s—lying back on a 

vibrant, retro-printed sofa, her rhinestone-clad back facing the viewer, assuming the position of 

the historic reclining nude known as the odalisque.1 (Fig. 2) While the subject matter falls in line 

with Thomas’ artistic style of reinventing imagery from canonical works of art, its placement and 

display in the museum profoundly diverges from artistic tradition. Naomi Looking Forward #2 is 

included in the Renaissance section of the Norton Museum of Art, surrounded by paintings dated 

four centuries earlier, instead of where Thomas’ work is usually found, in the Contemporary 

section. (Fig. 3, 4) The image of Naomi is flanked on either side by Italian painter Nosadella’s 

Madonna and Child in Glory (1563) and prominent Baroque artist Peter Paul Rubens’ Study for 

Head of St. John the Evangelist (1611). Why include Thomas’ work in the Renaissance section 

when her piece was created in 2016? While its placement might seem unusual, hanging this 

painting in the Renaissance galleries manifests Thomas’ objective—to insert the black female 

figure into the overwhelming white history of art. 

Mickalene Thomas, a contemporary African-American, gay woman artist,2 reflects and 

challenges the museum through her provocative portraiture of black women. For the past decade, 

Thomas has invited her viewers to envision a different version of art history, one in which black 

women are depicted as beautiful and powerful figures, and worthy subjects and muses of an 

                                                
1 Object label, Naomi Looking Forward #2, Norton Museum of Art, Palm Beach, FL. 

 
2 While women who are artists are typically referred to as “female artists,” I find that the term is limiting 

and/or unsatisfying for a few reasons. First, as the concept of gender identity has evolved, it seems that the term 

“female artist” may exclude a person who identifies as a women but whose sex is not female. Also, this term 

prompts a question that is particularly relevant to my project—why do we have to refer to a woman’s gender when 
we classify her as an artist and not when we speak of a man who is an artist? I believe that this debate will gain 

greater traction in the near future. For this project, I will use the term “woman artist” instead of “female artist.” 
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artwork.3,4 The Brooklyn-based artist incorporates diverse media, including painting, 

photography, collage, video, and installation, to grapple with issues of underrepresentation in the 

art historical canon and museum. 

This senior thesis in American Studies explores issues of race, gender, and sexuality in 

American culture through the lens of Thomas’ work and the disciplines of art and art history 

more broadly. This project is driven by a few animating questions: How do artists, particularly 

those belonging to minority groups who are traditionally underrepresented in museums, tell 

stories about American society through their work? What stories are given a platform in museum 

and gallery exhibitions? To what extent should we focus on the identit(ies) of the artist in 

interpreting and presenting their work in museums? How do museums shape our national 

conception of minority groups and their art? 

The work of Mickalene Thomas is particularly useful in attempting to answer these 

questions and resolve issues of diversity and inclusiveness in the museum. While there have 

been, are, and will be other artists who wrestle with these themes in their work, such as Kehinde 

Wiley and Titus Kaphar who revise canonical works to include people of color, the work of 

Thomas warrants a scholarly investigation because it focuses specifically on the black female 

figure, a topic that has not been given the same attention. Thomas consistently makes news 

headlines and is quite well-known in the arts and culture scene, yet she lacks visibility in other 

domains—namely the academic and scholarly domains. This thesis aims to increase Thomas’ 

visibility just as she increases the visibility of black women through her art.  

                                                
3 Ellen Yoshi Tani, “What Makes Contemporary Art Feminist? An Art Genome Project Case Study,” Artsy, 

January 16, 2015, accessed February 12, 2018, https://www.artsy.net/article/theartgenomeproject-what-makes-

contemporary-art-feminist-an-art.  
 
4 Interview with a representative from Lehmann Maupin Gallery, April 6, 2018. 

https://www.artsy.net/article/theartgenomeproject-what-makes-contemporary-art-feminist-an-art
https://www.artsy.net/article/theartgenomeproject-what-makes-contemporary-art-feminist-an-art
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The process of investigating Thomas was complicated and required strategic researching. 

The subject of this thesis is a contemporary, living artist, which posed a challenge with respect to 

secondary source material. There is not a significant amount of existing, published scholarship 

on Thomas. While this posed a challenge for research, it also contributes to the value and 

originality of this project as few scholars have written on the subject. The majority of secondary 

sources on Thomas are not scholarly in nature; they include news and blog articles written about 

her artwork and exhibitions. These sources provided a crucial understanding of how her work is 

received, both popularly and critically.  

Many scholars explore how the art historical canon is notoriously homogeneous and 

excludes women artists. For instance, Nanette Salomon’s essay “The Art Historical Canon: Sins 

of Omission” in The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology (1993) discusses the origin of the 

art historical canon, and the influence of artists’ gender and sexuality on their reception 

throughout art history, which have consequences on identity-related biases today.5 Mickalene 

Thomas addresses the issue of the canon in her portraiture by combining the representation of the 

black female figure with artistic traditions like the odalisque.6 It is remarkable that Salomon 

published this essay in 1993, and this problem—and the art historical debate about it—still 

persists in 2018. My work revisits Salomon’s work and expands on it by analyzing Thomas’ 

experience as a lesbian artist of color who experiences discrimination in the art world.  

In addition to artists who have tried to combat stereotypes, a number of scholars created 

survey textbooks on African-American art that have included Thomas’ work and helped paint a 

                                                
5 Nanette Salomon, “The Art Historical Canon: Sins of Omission,” in The Art of Art History: A Critical 

Anthology, ed. Donald Preziosi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 351. 

 
6 Lisa Farrington, African-American Art: A Visual and Cultural History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2017), 372. 
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more accurate picture of black art while widening the art historical canon. Among these, Lisa 

Farrington’s African-American Art: A Visual and Cultural History (2017) is useful in situating 

Thomas’ work in her art historical context.7 In this survey, Farrington employs critical visual 

analysis, discusses the issue of race-based interpretations, and contextualizes African-American 

art within the American art narrative. Farrington discusses Mickalene Thomas in a chapter titled 

“Post-Black Art and the New Millennium,” considering Thomas within the context of shifting 

notions of what it means to be a black artist in the twenty-first century—a concept unpacked in 

this project. Additionally, Farrington’s Creating Their Own Image: The History of African-

American Women Artists (2005) provides an important framework for contextualizing race and 

gender in the museum.8 

One tension surrounding the representation of African-American artists centers on the 

importance of their racial identity to the work that the artist produces. When minority artists are 

discussed in surveys, their work is often interpreted narrowly in terms of their race and little else. 

White artists of Anglo descent, in contrast, are rarely reduced to their racial makeup or even 

labeled according to their racial background. In her essay “Black Representation and Western 

Survey Textbooks,” Kymberly N. Pinder criticizes racial stereotypes in visual analysis.9 The 

author contends that when scholars rely too heavily on the artist’s race as a lens to interpret their 

work, the artist and their work then act as representative of that identity group, which results in 

dangerous assumptions and a heavy burden on the artist.  

                                                
7 Farrington, African-American Art. 

 
8 Lisa Farrington, Creating Their Own Image: The History of African-American Women Artists (Oxford 

University Press, 2011). 

 
9 Kymberly N. Pinder, “Black Representation and Western Survey Textbooks,” The Art Bulletin 81, no. 3 

(September 1999): 533-538, accessed October 11, 2017, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/222953359?accountid=11091. 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/222953359?accountid=11091
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Scholars like Salomon identify the same tension in the treatment of women artists. 

Thomas’ work is truly imbued with racial and sexual meaning, so it is interesting to explore how 

and to what extent her identity should be discussed in the reception of her work. In her essay, 

“Afterword: ‘Why Are There No Great Black Artists?’ The Problem of Visuality in African-

American Culture,” Michele Wallace explores the issues of African-American representation 

that come from the intersection of marginalized identities.10 This essay has a satirical title based 

on the original, groundbreaking, second-wave feminist essay “Why Have There Been No Great 

Women Artists?” by Linda Nochlin.11 These resources provide a framework with which to 

analyze the role that identity plays in interpretation of Mickalene Thomas’ work. 

The museum holds a position of authority in society and acts as a crucial space for 

presenting cultural and art historical narratives. Carol Duncan explores this concept in her essay 

“The Art Museum as Ritual” in the book The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology (1993).12 

Duncan depicts the museum as a ritualistic, hallowed space which bestows great importance on 

the objects inside of it. This thesis expands on Duncan’s idea by exploring what or whose work 

has been traditionally omitted or excluded from the ritualistic art museum, including artists with 

similar biographies as Mickalene Thomas. Alan Wallach also exposes the contentious role of art 

museums in society in his book Exhibiting Contradiction: Essays on the Art Museum in the 

United States (1998), providing historical context for the ideological contradictions within the 

                                                
10 Michele Wallace, “Afterword: ‘Why Are There No Great Black Artists?’ The Problem of Visuality in 

African-American Culture,” in Black Popular Culture, ed. Michelle Wallace and Gina Dent (New York: New Press, 

1998), 333-346. 

 
11 Linda Nochlin, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” in Women, Art, and Power and 

Other Essays, ed. Linda Nochlin (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), 145-178. 

 
12 Carol Duncan, “The Art Museum as Ritual,” in The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology, ed. Donald 

Preziosi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 473-485. 
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contemporary American museum.13 Of particular interest to this project is Wallach’s discussion 

of the revisionist efforts in the American museum, and its successes and failures, as much of 

Thomas’ work operates on revisionism.  

Due to the authority of museums, the representation, or lack thereof, of minority artists in 

art museums is related to broader questions about community, identity, and privilege. Many 

scholars have analyzed the relationship between traditionally underrepresented artists and the 

white-dominated art world. Among these scholars are Bridget Cooks, who, in her book 

Exhibiting Blackness: African Americans and the American Art Museum (2011), explores the 

curatorial strategies of presenting African-American art that have been employed in the last 

century, noting that African-American art has often been studied in an anthropological sense and 

exhibited as if it were an artifact.14 Cooks presents the idea that an exhibition would be more 

successful if it reflected the idea that talent and blackness are not “mutually exclusive” but rather 

“interdependent.”15 Cooks’ scholarship provides a model for evaluating how Mickalene Thomas 

and her work are treated in the museum. 

The primary sources analyzed for this project are Mickalene Thomas’ artworks and 

exhibitions. This analysis was guided by a research question: “How do the female figures in the 

portraits of Mickalene Thomas, a contemporary African-American, gay woman artist, reflect and 

challenge the museum?” This line of questioning led to the conclusion that Thomas’ work 

performs a series of interventions that work to combat issues of the canon and institutional 

                                                
13 Alan Wallach, Exhibiting Contradiction: Essays on the Art Museum in the United States (Amherst, MA: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 1998). 

 
14 Bridget Cooks, Exhibiting Blackness: African Americans and the American Art Museum (Amherst, MA: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2011). 
 
15 Cooks, Exhibiting Blackness, 2. 
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biases. In studying Mickalene Thomas’ portraiture in combination with the historical paintings 

from which she appropriates her images, close looking was performed. This entailed examining 

the formal components of the paintings and collages, which include the elements of light, color, 

space, perspective, shape and form, texture and line. Then, these elements were considered for 

their contributions to the broader theme and interpretation of the painting. The aesthetic 

decisions that the artist made on the canvas were analyzed, recognizing these as deliberate 

decisions that the artist made in the creative process. The images are thoughtfully created and do 

not operate in a vacuum. 

Mickalene Thomas’ work is unique from the canonical works that she references because 

she uses a wider variety of media in her artwork. Many of her paintings are based in photography 

and collage, and she incorporates rhinestones, acrylic, oil, and enamel. The materials that 

Thomas uses were analyzed, and as well as how she combines materials from both low-brow art 

forms (i.e. craft and folk art) and high-brow art forms (painting). This analysis brought close 

attention to specific formal components of her work. For example, light is particularly crucial to 

Thomas’ work as she uses rhinestones and sequins to embellish her portraiture. The elements of 

perspective and texture also proved to be significant, due to the collaged surface of her artwork. 

The analysis of the primary “texts”—the images—was grounded in several 

methodologies, including art historical analysis, feminist theory, race theory, and museum 

studies theory. The tools of art historical analysis were useful in deconstructing the images and 

relating them to the broader display and reception of the artwork. Feminist theory was also 

highly relevant to the interpretation of the artworks. Specifically, this project uses feminist 

theory to examine representations of gender difference and the exclusion of women. Race theory 

was essential to the interpretation, and was used to examine representations of racial difference 
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and the imbalance of power in Mickalene Thomas’ art and in the museum. Finally, the museum 

studies approach was employed in order to critically examine exhibitions that feature Thomas’ 

work, focusing particularly on how her work was presented in the gallery space and interpreted 

in written materials. 

  This thesis project was conceived in a moment in which exhibits across the country are 

looking at the theme of art historical revisionism. The research process included visits to 

museums that exhibit Mickalene Thomas’ work, including the Baltimore Museum of Art in 

Baltimore, MD, Brooklyn Museum in Brooklyn, New York, National Museum of Women in the 

Arts in Washington, D.C., Seattle Art Museum in Seattle, WA, and Smithsonian American Art 

Museum in Washington, D.C. In-depth interviews were conducted with museum curators and 

educators at the aforementioned institutions. Additionally, David Maupin, the co-founder of the 

Lehmann Maupin Gallery which represents Thomas, became interested in this thesis project and 

lent the expertise of his staff.16 These interviews and visits were tremendously useful in learning 

more about how Thomas’ work is treated in the museum. 

Before the research process began, this thesis project came out of a strong curiosity about 

the relationship between traditionally underrepresented artists, the art historical canon, and 

mainstream art museums. There is a long history of white-American scholars denigrating or 

misappropriating black art. For this reason, scholars of all races should be cognizant of this 

history and sensitive to it when approaching African-American art. Pan-African scholar James 

Smalls explains the dynamic of approaching African-American art from the perspective of a non-

African American scholar:  

                                                
16 All interviews with the Lehmann Maupin Gallery were confidential; the names of interviewees are 

withheld by mutual agreement. 
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“For those who are not African American, involvement in the area of African American 

art and art history opens the person to political attack by those who feel that their own 

history and culture should only be told or even manipulated by African Americans. The 

argument is that if one does not come from a particular place—be it of the same racial, 

ethnic, religious background—one can never really know enough about the subject or 

issue to be an authority on it. These types of discouragements are political in nature and 

should be acknowledged but never dissuading. In fact, one of the exciting aspects of 

African American art and its historical investigation is its multileveled political 

volatility.”17 
 

In studying Mickalene Thomas, a black artist who looks back into the history of white 

art, I have thought about these dynamics deeply, and how my own background might influence 

the treatment of her work in this thesis. 

As I thoroughly analyzed my sources, I arrived at two major inflection points. One 

inflection point in the process was a shift from focusing on Thomas’ identity to focusing on the 

artwork itself. I asked myself, “is the subject of my thesis Mickalene Thomas or the work of 

Mickalene Thomas?” Similarly, the other inflection point in the process was a shift from 

speculating about the intentions behind her work to analyzing what her work actually 

communicates to the viewer. While Thomas does speak about the intentions and inspirations 

behind her work in interviews, it is impossible to find her stated intention for each work of art 

included in this thesis. This challenge made me realize that, for my project, what is most 

important is not what effect she intended the piece to have, but rather what effect it has when a 

viewer interacts with it in the museum. These two inflection points allowed me to arrive at the 

question that drives my core argument: what interventions do Mickalene Thomas’ works achieve 

in the museum? 

                                                
17 James Smalls, “A GHOST OF A CHANCE: Invisibility and Elision in African American Art  

Historical Practice,” Art Documentation: Journal of the Art Libraries Society of North America 13, no. 1 (1994), 6, 
accessed January 20, 2018, http://www.jstor.org.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/stable/27948606. 

 

http://www.jstor.org.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/stable/27948606
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The first chapter, “Interrogating the History of Art,” explores how Mickalene Thomas’ 

art historical revisionism functions to dismantle the canon. The second chapter, “Rendering the 

Black Woman Visible,” investigates how Thomas’ work brings greater visibility to black women 

in the art historical canon. The third chapter, “Reclaiming Agency for the Muse,” discusses the 

significance of Thomas’ portrayal of black women as agents, in control of their bodies and 

experiences, instead of depicting them as passive sitters. The fourth chapter, “Crafting an 

Identity for the Black Sitter,” focuses on the unconventional craft media Thomas uses in her art 

work as a method of breaking down institutional biases. The conclusion addresses new directions 

in Thomas’ work and offers more interpretations about Thomas’ work for future analysis.  

Mickalene Thomas’ intervention in the museum is a ripe topic for an American Studies 

scholar. Thomas engages in the American ideological behavior of reinvention. Thomas’ work is 

uniquely American in that she takes something old and reimagines it. In many of her works, 

Thomas makes reference to and revises the work of modern masters like Edouard Manet, 

Gustave Courbet, Henri Matisse, Paul Gauguin, and Balthus.18 This practice of reinvention has 

occurred throughout the development of American civilization. Her reinvention of art history 

also draws from sources closer to her than the modern masters; these sources include her 

personal experience as a black woman raised in the 1970s, influenced by the Civil Rights 

Movement, Black is Beautiful Movement, and Second Wave Feminism.19 In undertaking this 

revision, Thomas aims to challenge contemporary notions and ideas about art, the female body, 

and the black body. 

                                                
18 Mickalene Thomas, “Artist Statement,” Lehmann Maupin Gallery, n.d. 
 
19 Representative from Lehmann Maupin Gallery, interview. 
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This challenge is necessary to take on because American art museums have long been 

elite, white, male dominated spaces. When women have appeared in these spaces, they 

historically have been white, Euro-American women and the muses or subjects of artworks. 

Rarely are women of color represented in the museum in artworks or as artists. In this thesis I 

will argue that Mickalene Thomas makes an intervention in the art world by adding more diverse 

voices and stories to the American canon and museum. 
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CHAPTER I: INTERROGATING THE HISTORY OF ART 

Mickalene Thomas is motivated to “transform the idea [of the female nude.”]20 Her 

artwork tells the stories that museum collections do not represent. Many of Thomas’ most 

famous pieces are revisions of canonical works in art history in which she points out their 

prejudices and interrogates gender and racial biases that underlie the original compositions.  

While Thomas now imbues her work with her identity—her blackness, her femininity, 

her queerness—she intentionally did not address such themes when she began making artwork. 

In fact, as an undergraduate student, Thomas largely kept herself out of her work. She explains, 

“I didn’t want to be pigeonholed, so I thought I should focus exclusively on the elements and 

tools of painting.”21 Thomas notes that many women and minority artists engage in this 

behavior; she continues, “It’s one of those things where you just want people to look at the work, 

regardless of what type of imagery or subject is being presented.”22 Thomas’ study of art history 

and emphasis on the formal aspects of painting early on may have inspired her to incorporate art 

historical references into her work later in her career. 

 Thomas reimagines historic paintings that depict women by famous male, European 

artists, by reproducing the same figures and positions with different subjects. Thomas joins a 

formidable group of visual artists who look back to traditions of the past. In 2018, Thomas’ work 

was featured in a show at the Seattle Art Museum, Figuring History, which examined issues of 

representation in art history and highlighted artists who interrogate these issues. The other artists 

featured include Robert Colescott and Kerry James Marshall, who each appropriate canonical 

                                                
20 Lisa Melandri, ed., Mickalene Thomas: Origin of the Universe (Santa Monica, CA: Santa Monica 

Museum of Art, 2012), 40. 

 
21 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 27. 

 
22 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 27. 
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works in their art. However, Thomas’ work is unique from that of Colescott and Marshall 

because she focuses specifically on elevating the black female subject. 

 (Fig. 5) Thomas’ most iconic work of art historical revisionism is her painting Le 

déjeuner sur l’herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires (2009). (Fig. 6) This painting makes reference to 

Edouard Manet’s Le déjeuner sur l’herbe (1863). Manet’s image, just as Thomas’, disrupts art 

historical tradition. The original Le déjeuner sur l’herbe plays on a classical, Arcadian scene in 

which nude women are often at the center. Manet inserts a nude contemporary woman at the 

center of his image, staring directly at the viewer. The two men sitting with the nude woman are 

of different classes—one is an academic belonging to the upper class, and the other is a working-

class man. The background appears like a different scene altogether; there is a woman bending 

over vested in a Greco-Roman toga dress. This scene recalls a different time period and 

environment. In this image, Manet incorporates contemporary people with ancient illusions and 

represents members of different social classes interacting with one another. 

Manet’s Le déjeuner sur l’herbe was controversial in its time—depicting a nude woman 

in the presence of clothed men had not been done before and was “justified neither by 

mythological nor allegorical precedents.”23 Thomas draws inspiration from Manet’s effort to 

create controversy and adapts it to create her own image that critiques themes that are 

meaningful to her and 21st century society. 

 While Manet plays with ideas of chronology and class to challenge historical convention 

and contemporary culture through his work, Thomas disrupts tradition by inserting figures of a 

different skin color into the scene. Thomas’ piece is primarily a commentary on race. Le 

                                                
23 Musée d’Orsay, “Edouard Manet: Luncheon on the Grass,” accessed October 23, 2017, 

http://www.musee-orsay.fr/index.php?id=851&L=1&tx_commentaire_pi1%5BshowUid%5D=7123. 

 

http://www.musee-orsay.fr/index.php?id=851&L=1&tx_commentaire_pi1%5BshowUid%5D=7123
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déjeuner sur l’herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires is a large-scale painting that depicts three black 

women partially reposed, gazing directly at the viewer.24 The women are dressed in vibrantly 

colored, printed garments and intense, drag queen-like makeup reminiscent of 1970s 

Blaxploitation films.25 While Thomas places her subjects in an outdoor setting like Manet, she 

incorporates wood grain panels and printed fabric swatches that recall 1970s interior style. 

Thomas’ piece looks jarring, especially to viewers who are aware of the canonical work that she 

is appropriating. In Manet’s work, we see one white nude woman staring at us; in Thomas’ work, 

we see not only one, but three black women looking directly at us, though not in a subservient 

position as Manet would have depicted a black woman. Just as Manet’s work was controversial 

in its day, pushing the boundaries set by the Salon, Thomas challenges the biases and 

conventions that persist in the art world and modern day society. 

 The primary subjects of Thomas’ portraiture are black women. The women in her 

portraits are typically well-dressed and assume confident, bold poses. As she does in many of her 

portraits, Thomas embellishes her figures and the scene with rhinestones. Thomas explains that 

her models have “beauty, a little uncertainty, perseverance, and a sort of hunger. All of the 

stronger qualities I feel I possess.”26 Thomas often discusses her work as an extension of herself 

and an expression of her identity. In choosing sitters for her art, she explains, “I look for myself 

                                                
24 Roberta Smith, “Loud, Proud and Painted: ‘Mickalene Thomas: Origin of the Universe,’ at Brooklyn 

Museum,” New York Times, September 27, 2012, accessed October 3, 2017, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/28/arts/design/mickalene-thomas-origin-of-the-universe-at-brooklyn-

museum.html.  

 
25 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 23. 

 
26 Sean Landers, “Mickalene Thomas,” Bomb no. 116 (Summer 2011): 30-38, Art Full Text (H.W. Wilson), 

EBSCOhost, accessed October 23, 2017. 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/28/arts/design/mickalene-thomas-origin-of-the-universe-at-brooklyn-museum.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/28/arts/design/mickalene-thomas-origin-of-the-universe-at-brooklyn-museum.html
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in these women.”27 Given that her art is a form of self-portraiture, how might Thomas’ work 

provide insight into her experience as an African-American, gay woman artist? 

One important aspect of Thomas’ portraiture is the “gaze.” (Fig. 7) The women’s faces, 

and gazes, can be seen in more detail in the photographic image. While each woman’s 

expression is unique, each gaze is similar in that it is assertive and confident. The women are 

owning the way in which they look at the artist and the viewer, as opposed to reflecting the way 

that they are being seen by the artist or viewer. The gaze is present in portraiture throughout art 

history, and it is often in the control of the male artist. Thomas’ approach to this subject is 

inherently different as she is a woman portraitist. She reflects on this idea, explaining, “The fact 

that the gaze in question is from one woman to another is more powerful, to me, than the male 

gaze.” 28 Thomas also combats the “overarching ideology of the visual that had quoted whiteness 

with the control of the gaze and thus assigned blackness, qua other, to the side of the object.”29 

Historically, the possessor of the gaze has not only been male but also white. Thomas uniquely 

takes control of the gaze as a woman of color. 

While Thomas seeks to challenge this traditional power dynamic through her work, she 

recognizes that the relationship between herself and and her subject holds the potential to be 

unbalanced. Thomas concedes, “I think that the female gaze is still connected to the concept of 

the male gaze; we are all shaped by dominant cultural norms.”30 With this recognition, Thomas 

                                                
27 Landers, “Mickalene Thomas.” 

 
28 Landers, “Mickalene Thomas.” 

 
29 Kobena Mercer, “Diaspora Aesthetics and Visual Culture,” in Black Cultural Traffic: Crossroads in 

Global Performance and Popular Culture, ed. Harry J. Elam and Kennel Jackson (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 

Michigan Press, 2005), 156. 
 
30 Landers, “Mickalene Thomas.” 
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still aims to subvert these dominant cultural norms through her artwork that upends the hierarchy 

related to the gaze. 

In Le déjeuner sur l’herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires, Thomas draws from a variety of 

influences, including artists and art historical movements, not just Manet and his Le déjeuner sur 

l’herbe. In an interview, she explains that her inspiration for her piece also came from the 

Matisse sculptures in the Sculpture Garden at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), which can 

be seen in the background of her photograph and painting.31 The fragmented plane suggests that 

she is looking back to Cubist portraiture as well. Her work also differs in its use of a wider 

variety of media, as she combines high-brow and low-brow art materials, such as rhinestones. 

Le déjeuner sur l’herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires is a particularly compelling criticism 

of the museum as the scene is literally situated in one—the collage is based in a photographic 

image taken by Thomas in the Sculpture Garden at MoMA. In an interview reflecting on the 

piece Thomas explains:  

My original idea for my MoMA piece was to do something within the museum space, 

like pick a painting that I wanted to work around. [Chief Curator] Klaus Biesenbach took 

me through the museum but I couldn’t find a space that called to me until we walked 

from one side of the museum to the other through the sculpture garden. I said, ‘Can’t we 

do it here?’ and he asked why. I said, ‘You’ve got the Matisse sculptures here.’ And then 

I knew I wanted to do an interpretation of Le Déjeuner sur L’Herbe, incorporating the 

Matisse sculptures into Manet’s classic but controversial composition. 

 

 Thomas’ decision to adopt a museum space for this image brings even greater meaning 

to her commentary on the museum and the historic underrepresentation of women of color. 

 Le déjeuner sur l’herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires is unique among Thomas’ work 

because it was displayed publically. The painting was installed in a street-level window at 
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MoMA looking out onto 53rd Street in Midtown Manhattan.32 By displaying art that can be seen 

from the street, which makes it public in a sense, the museum invites more people to engage with 

the work. This semi-public display seems to align with Thomas’ approach to ideas of art, 

diversity, and access. In an interview with Art Nerd, Thomas says “I have always wanted my 

work to speak to a broad audience and I am thrilled that I have had the opportunity to have a 

painting on view, from the street, for over a year now!”33 

(Fig. 8, 9) Thomas interrogates the idea of the female nude most explicitly through her 

series Origin of the Universe I and II (2012). (Fig. 10) These works make reference to nineteenth 

century French painter Gustave Courbet’s infamous painting titled L’Origine du monde (1866), 

or Origin of the World. Origin of the World depicts a nude white female, with her legs spread 

and her vagina in the foreground. Thomas reimagines Origin of the World as a self-portrait in 

which she depicts her own body and the body of her then-partner, artist Carmen McLeod.34 

Thomas was inspired by Courbet’s “convention-shattering realism, populist intentions, and 

iterative methods.”35 

The focal point of both Thomas and Courbet’s images is the woman’s vagina. The 

woman is reclining, with her body extending into the background. Her legs open for the viewer 

to enter the canvas. The vantage point is enhanced by the way both Courbet and Thomas form a 

triangular composition with her two legs entering from opposite sides of the foreground. 

                                                
32 Sarah Vadez, “Crystal Visions,” Art in America, October 2012, 115-121, 

https://www.durhampress.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Thomas-article.pdf. 

 
33 Lori Zimmer, “A Conversation with Mickalene Thomas,” Art Nerd, August 6, 2013, accessed October 

15, 2017, http://art-nerd.com/newyork/a-conversation-with-mickalene-thomas/. 

 
34 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 6. 

 
35 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 17. 
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The body is totally decontextualized. The perspective of both portraits is severely 

cropped—the viewer is not able to see the woman’s head. The sheets frame the body, cutting off 

the face. This placement is intentional, drawing attention to the vagina, and also not particularly 

realistic as it would be odd for blankets to cover the head and not the body. This specific aspect 

of the body—the vagina—is truly on display in these portraits. 

Thomas’ re-imagination of Courbet’s image is less concerned with realism. Thomas 

deviates from Courbet with the decision to abstract the details of the female body. The corners 

and cracks of the body and genitalia are not seen. She does not articulate the folds of the labia, 

and she uses rhinestones to represent public hair.  

Thomas also decides to use sharp colors, which are markedly different from the 

sombering tones of Courbet’s painting. The bright blue and yellow colors create a contrast and 

are reminiscent of neon lights. Thomas’ use of vibrant colors is a way to allow an old paint ing to 

relive in the present. The yellow bedsheets, which look more like hills or mountains than 

blankets, differ from Courbet’s white, curving sheets that hug the woman’s body.  

Courbet’s painting is more biological, whereas Thomas’ is more expressive. Courbet’s 

painting represents the vagina as the origin of the world—the “baby-making machine.” Thomas’ 

piece seems to detach from that idea; she uses abstraction as a technique to capture the essence 

and emotional feeling. White vaginas and black vaginas have been depicted in different ways 

throughout art history. The naked white body and the naked black body in art carry different 

meanings in art history. While the nude white female body has been considered “beautiful,” the 

naked black body has been viewed as “pathological.”36 Black women have been sexualized 

                                                
36 Charmaine A. Nelson, Representing the Black Female Subject in Western Art (New York: Routledge, 
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throughout history but rarely have they—and their genitalia—been depicted in such a 

straightforward way as Thomas does with Origin of the Universe I.  

Thomas’ work strikes a balance between admiring the work of Modern Masters like 

Courbet and providing a counter-narrative to their art. Courbet portrayed a white woman’s 

vagina and named it “the origin of the world.” Thomas takes that idea a step further in asserting 

that a black woman’s vagina is the origin of the universe.  

Thomas’ self-portrait, while not pornographic, is certainly audacious. In an interview 

with the curator of the exhibition in which the work was included, Thomas describes, “Any 

depiction of woman as ‘beginning’ is philosophical, spiritual and powerful. With my work, I’m 

the beginning . . . It’s about putting everything at stake and dealing with intimacy with myself in 

my work.”37 Thomas explains that the exhibition, and specifically the work for which it is 

named, allowed her to explore and “expand” her idea of her universe. By depicting herself in the 

portrait, Thomas puts herself at the center of the universe, so to speak, taking ownership over her 

work and her being. 

Thomas was interested in recasting Courbet’s infamous painting particularly because it 

dealt with the idea of voyeurism—“the practice of gaining sexual pleasure from watching others 

when they are naked or engaged in sexual activity.”38, 39 Courbet’s painting was a commissioned 

piece that served as erotica for the male patron. In revising this work, Thomas reclaims this idea 

of looking at and portraying the naked female body. In her artist statement, Thomas explains that 

                                                
37 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 40. 

 
38 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 40. 

 
39 Oxford Dictionaries, s.v. “voyeurism,” accessed January 30, 2018, 
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“these portraits in which I cast myself and models in iconic roles, relates to the subjective and 

objectification of female sexual expression.”40 However, Thomas’ choice to depict such a lewd 

subject may not be that subversive. By doing so, she arguably propagates the same dangerous 

practices as historical male artists who took advantage of women. This analysis prompts an 

interesting question: how can an artist portray the body, particularly the black female body, 

without exploiting stereotypes, such as the idea of women as muses, subjects of the gaze, or 

spectacles?  

Thomas looks at her work as a collaboration with the sitter whereas Courbet did not, 

which may absolve her from any guilt. Thomas asserts that her relationship with her sitter, in this 

case herself and her partner, refutes any possibility for objectification and exploitation. She 

explains, “[M]ost of the women that I’m working with are very comfortable with what they’re 

doing, how they want to express themselves. I look at it as a collaboration. I want them to be 

themselves.”41 Moreover, by including a nude self-portrait, Thomas understands how it feels to 

be a subject of this kind of work. She explains, “[P]utting myself in that position as an artist 

allowed me to understand the position I put my own models and sitters in.”42 

While Thomas defends herself, her image can be viewed as reductive to a woman’s 

sexuality, just as Courbet’s painting. Art historian Denise Murrell argues that Mickalene 

transforms the female nude from the object to the subject.43 However, Thomas’ work is not any 

more individualized than Courbet’s. Thomas’ Origin of the Universe is so abstracted, flat, and 
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two-dimensional. How is she representing the nuances and individual features of herself in this 

self-portrait when she chooses not to depict her face? If she’s truly trying to celebrate the body, 

and elevate the nude woman from an object to a subject, why does she make it so illicit? 

Interestingly, when Origin of the Universe I and II were shown at the Santa Monica 

Museum of Art, they were not displayed openly on the gallery walls. (Fig. 11) The viewer had to 

look through a peephole in order to see the works.44 This manner of installation is yet another art 

historical reference, inspired by the manner in which Courbet’s piece was exhibited—“behind a 

protective wall”—in the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 2008 retrospective, and it also makes 

reference to Marcel Duchamp’s work and installation Étant donnés (1946-1966), which was also 

viewed through a peephole. 45 While there is a stated reference behind this method of installation, 

it may be problematic for a viewer who does not recognize Thomas’ critique. This decision 

arguably assigns an obscene, pornographic label to the works. It changes its meaning from one of 

ownership and confidence to something that should be closeted. The Seattle Art Museum’s 

Associate Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art Carrie Dedon proposed that this installation 

may have been Thomas’ way to force voyeurism on viewers, prompting them to think more 

critically about the “gaze” and its associated power.46 

The two examples discussed in this chapter are some of the most famous European 

paintings that deal directly with sexuality and visibility. However, Thomas has created many 

works that reference historical paintings that scholars can look to for further engagement with 

this topic. These include Thomas’ Afro-Goddess with Hand Between Legs (2006) which makes 
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reference to Titian’s Venus of Urbino and seems to explore the idea of self-love in a new way; 

Thomas’ Sleep: Deux Femmes Noires (2012) which makes reference to Gustave Courbet’s Le 

Sommeil (1866), an erotic painting of two naked white women in bed together . . . Thomas 

revises this scene to depict a black woman and a white woman in bed together; Thomas’ A Little 

Taste Outside of Love (2007) which makes reference to Edouard Manet’s Olympia (1863) . . . 

Thomas reimagines Manet’s painting with a black female figure as the subject. 

Thomas’ revision of the historical female nude, in Le déjeuner sur l’herbe and Origin of 

the Universe, brings up a question asked by the Guerrilla Girls: Do women have to be naked to 

make it onto gallery walls?47 Are women not a worthy subject unless they are disrobed? The 

visibility of black women in the arts, both fine arts and popular culture, will be the discussion of 

the next chapter.  

  

                                                
47 Guerrilla Girls, Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get Into the Met. Museum?, Tate, 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/guerrilla-girls-do-women-have-to-be-naked-to-get-into-the-met-museum-
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CHAPTER II: RENDERING THE BLACK WOMAN VISIBLE 

“Black women, for hundreds of years, have had to confront the idea of ‘beauty’ and 

‘what it means to be beautiful,’” reflects Mickalene Thomas as she anticipates the opening of her 

exhibition, Tête de Femme.48 She continues, “Beauty has always been an element of discussion 

for black women, whether or not we were the ones having the conversation.”49 Thomas wrestles 

with the idea of beauty and takes ownership over the conversation through her portraiture of 

black women. Mickalene Thomas makes an intervention in the museum to bring greater visibility 

to the experiences of black women and show them as valuable, meaningful artists and subjects 

who contribute to the production of American art and culture. 

Thomas joins a formidable group of artists who advocate for greater representation of 

women artists and black women artists in museums and galleries. Contemporary artist 

Howardena Pindell began advocating for increased representation of African-American artists, in 

addition to producing an impressive body of work, as soon as her career began in the 1970s.50 

Through her work as a visual artist and a curator at the MoMA, she observed tremendous 

disparities between the attention received by white artists and black artists. Her report, “Art 

(World) and Racism: Testimony, Documentation, and Statistics,” which exposed discrimination 

in major New York City art institutions, gained significant traction and secured her identity as an 

advocate for increased diversity.51 Pindell curated the 1988 exhibition Autobiography: In Her 
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Own Words, “which brought together the works of several women artists of colour for the first 

time.”52 

The Guerrilla Girls, who call themselves the “conscience of the art world,” brought 

attention to discrimination against women in the visual and performing arts beginning in the 

1980s.53 (Fig. 12) Their poster The Advantages of Being a Woman Artist (1988) lists “working 

without the pressure of success” and “being reassured that whatever kind of art you make it will 

be labeled feminine” among the many reasons that women artists have contempt towards the 

institutions that exclude them. The group uses humor in their messaging to reach a wider 

audience. 

African-American scholars have discussed the “problem of visuality” for several decades; 

this term refers to a lack of visual representation of black people and their experiences.54 This 

problem of visuality was first discussed in Ralph Ellison’s 1952 novel, Invisible Man, in which 

the color of an African-American man’s skin renders him invisible.55 Black feminist author 

Michele Wallace explains the importance of black images, and points to periods in American 

history, such as the 1950s, during which the lack of black images was detrimental to African 

Americans and their advancement in society.56  
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The fundamental issue concerning representation of black women in American art and 

culture is the historic lack of it, as Wallace points out. Black women have been tremendously 

underrepresented as both subjects and artists. There was no comprehensive survey that existed of 

black women artists until the twenty-first century.57 While some black women artists have 

received increased attention more recently, there is still considerable work to be done in 

acknowledging their talent and cultural contributions. The National Museum of Women in the 

Arts tweeted out a graphic during Black History Month, citing a recent study that found that 

while women of color make up 19% of the U.S. population, only 5.6% of artists in New York 

City galleries are women artists of color.58 In Jansons’ Basic History of Western Art, a popular 

textbook, only 8% of the over 300 artists listed are women and less than 1% are women artists of 

color.59 This underrepresentation extends beyond the visual arts—influential black women with 

careers as politicians, celebrities, and musicians are similarly marginalized and their 

accomplishments minimized in popular culture. Mickalene Thomas’ work intentionally serves as 

a form of advocacy for greater representation of black women. 

Now that artists of color, including women artists of color, are garnering more critical 

and popular attention, it is important to consider how these artists are being studied. Many 

scholars argue that there is a lot of room for improvement in the scholarly approach to African 

American art. Pan-African scholar James Smalls asserts that the “limited approach” scholars who 

take to understanding African American art, within a white-dominated art world, “contributes to 
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its invisibility and erasure.”60 The art historical canon has largely excluded minority artists 

because it is determined by whites, who select the criteria for inclusion.61 While it is important 

that the canon diversifies, Smalls wants less emphasis put on “getting African American artists 

into a canon” and more thought put into understanding African-American art history, criticism, 

and theory.62 This thesis takes into account the various scholarly approaches to African-

American art, including the method proposes by Smalls, when analyzing Thomas’ images. 

In addition to referencing canonical works of art history, Thomas deals with popular 

culture in her artwork. She depicts famous black female figures, bringing attention to their 

identities and experiences. Thomas gives greater visibility to black women, specifically 

celebrities and other artists, through her portraiture. Historically, black women have been 

excluded and rendered invisible in society, in both the fine arts and popular culture.63 Thomas 

emphasizes the importance of representation as a way to validate a person’s being, identity, and 

experience:  

“When I consider notions of beauty, I think of Lacan's theories in relation to validation 

… he speaks of the representation of the mirror and how we see ourselves. But we don't 

see ourselves or know our own beauty until it's validated by how others see us. The 

mirror as an object is powerful because it's the only time we see our own reflection. But 

the validation from others gives us true meaning.”64  
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A lack of representation results in a lack of validation, which is harmful for anyone, not 

just black women. Therefore, it is crucial that Thomas produces portraits of these important 

black women in order to validate their cultural significance. 

Mickalene Thomas produced the first official portrait made of Michelle Obama—one of 

the greatest contemporary black female icons.65 (Fig. 13) Michelle O (2008), a close-up, pop art-

style portrait of the first lady, was created in honor of the historic 2008 presidential election.66 

Thomas’ piece captures a significant milestone in African-American history. She wanted this 

work to serve as a “symbol of its time.”67 

Michelle O is a cartoonish print. It is a close-cropped image of the First Lady, depicting 

only her head and neck. The figure enters the scene from the left side. The body is presumed to 

extend from below the foreground. The head takes up the majority of the canvas. The figure 

herself is black and white—her skin is white while her hair, eyes, and the contouring of her other 

features are black. A blue background makes the black-and-white figure “pop.” The color blue 

may refer to the Democratic Party and its associated color, or to an iconic blue dress of the first 

lady’s.68 The three colors distinctly contrast one another. While the portrait is not particularly 

concerned with realism, Michelle O captures the likeness of the First Lady as it is based in a 

photograph and represents some of her most distinctive features, such as her eyebrows and nose.  
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Michelle O makes reference to Andy Warhol’s silkscreen portraits, specifically to his 

portrait of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis titled Jackie O. Thomas’ art historical references are 

usually explicit both by the title of the artwork and its visual themes. Thomas was inspired by the 

subject that Warhol depicts, first lady Jackie Kennedy, and also the style in which she is 

portrayed.  

Thomas deliberately connects Michelle Obama to Jackie Kennedy in order to assert 

Obama’s cultural importance. Thomas explains, “When I was first approached to work on the 

portrait of Michelle Obama, it was at the height of Obama's inauguration, and I could already see 

that Michelle was quickly becoming a major figure . . . I started to think of her as the Jackie O of 

our generation.”69 With this portrait, Thomas forecasts that Michelle O would be as important a 

figure in American culture as Jackie O.  

Thomas appropriates Warhol’s style in Michelle O because of its significance and 

immediate association with popular culture. Thomas asserts, “Warhol’s use of images portrays 

notable, iconic people that reflect their times. It was important for me to use a technique that 

immediately represents pop culture.”70 Warhol’s silkscreen prints are one of the most 

recognizable and identifiable types of work in popular culture from the 1960s. Thomas turns 

Obama into another celebrity, asserting that she is deserving of this popularity. Obama is 

depicted with an approachable gaze and a friendly smile. Through this portrait, Thomas presents 

a black woman for a popular audience. Arguably, this portrait can be viewed as a presentation of 

the first lady for a white audience, commodifying her for the consumption of white mainstream 
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culture. While Thomas’ portrait of Michelle Obama finds its power in its reference to Warhol 

and Jackie Kennedy Onassis, it also presents references to black culture, particularly 

Blaxploitation.71 These references may save Thomas’ portrait from being written off as an 

attempt to please the white art world. 

(Fig. 14) Thomas’ portrait is an interesting counterpoint to that of contemporary artist 

Amy Sherald, who created the official portrait of Michelle Obama for display in the National 

Portrait Gallery. Sherald’s portrait, along with Kehinde Wiley’s portrait of President Barack 

Obama, was historic because it was the first time that black artists were commissioned to create 

the official portraits of a president and first lady. Sherald’s portrait, First Lady Michelle Obama 

(2018), communicates a similar message to that of much of Thomas’ female portraiture—it 

emphasizes the strength and confidence possessed by a powerful black woman.  

First Lady Michelle Obama received mixed reviews from art critics and general 

audiences. One criticism concerns the representation of blackness.72 In the portrait, there is “a 

lack of racial verisimilitude,” as the artist uses grisaille, a style of monochromatic painting in 

shades of gray with only slight touches of color.73 However, this is a method that Sherald uses in 

all of her portraiture, not just her piece of Michelle Obama. Similarly, Thomas’ portrait of 

Michelle Obama does not depict her with black skin. It is noteworthy that critics talk about how 
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https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/12/t-magazine/portrait-art-painting.html
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black or white the skin is when the portrait is of a black American subject, when they never talk 

about the lightness of the skin with non-black subjects. 

Sherald’s portrait has also been criticized for its likeness, or lack thereof, to Michelle 

Obama. This criticism could be unfounded because perhaps the likeness in Obama’s face is not 

the most effective way for Sherald to communicate her essence. Art critic Doreen St. Félix 

explains, “And yet this is how the subject would like posterity—young black girls especially, she 

said in a speech—to see her, through Sherald’s vision: as a herald of success.”74 She describes it 

as “an intensely private work of art that will seem otherworldly in whichever state gallery hall it 

is hung.”75 This art critic’s analysis suggests that likeness may not be the most important aspect 

of a portrait of a black woman. Instead, it is more significant to capture her strong, resilient 

spirit. While Thomas’ piece has not been criticized for its likeness to Obama, the portrait is not 

particularly realistic and could possibly be mistaken for someone else entirely. 

While Thomas and Sherald’s portraits yield similar criticisms, there are also notable 

differences in the way Obama is portrayed by the two artists. Sherald’s portrait is more formal 

than Thomas’ portrait, which more closely resembles an advertisement. In First Lady Michelle 

Obama, she appears as boss-like and dignified, and is certainly more individualized. In Michelle 

O, she appears as a somewhat nondescript celebrity, and some of her features are reductive.  

Both portraits were created to demonstrate the first lady’s importance as a national figure 

and therefore were made for a general audience. The artists diverge in their decision to either 

maintain the integrity of Obama’s appearance, as Sherald seems to do, or create a look that more 

closely aligns with what a popular audience is used to seeing from the first lady. That being said, 

                                                
74 St. Félix, “The Mystery of Amy Sherald’s Portrait of Michelle Obama.” 

 
75 St. Félix, “The Mystery of Amy Sherald’s Portrait of Michelle Obama.” 
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there may be greater utility in Thomas’ decision to depict Obama in such a commodified manner. 

In 2008, Thomas may have observed that it was most important to communicate Obama’s 

cultural importance to the mainstream white audience. 

The National Portrait Gallery has both Michelle O and First Lady Michelle Obama in its 

collection. The National Portrait Gallery has previously exhibited Michelle O, and First Lady 

Michelle Obama will be displayed for the foreseeable future. On the museum’s website, Michelle 

O described as a “personable, confident, and forthright” depiction of Obama, which reinforces 

the argument that Thomas presents Obama as a strong, competent leader who is approachable by 

all Americans.76 The Baltimore Museum of Art also possesses a copy of Michelle O, but 

interestingly the portrait has never been exhibited.77 It seems that this is a time that citizens need 

images of important women of color, particularly in Baltimore which, as a city, suffers from 

tumultuous race relations.  

 (Fig. 15) Another example of Thomas’ representation of influential black women is 

When Ends Meet (2008), a diptych of close-up portraits of entertainment mogul Oprah Winfrey 

and diplomat Condoleeza Rice. These portraits resemble Thomas’ Michelle O in that they are 

also close-cropped images of the women’s faces. The prints differ in medium, however, as 

Thomas applied rhinestones by hand to the screen prints of Winfrey and Rice. Thomas’ portraits 

of the three women—Michelle Obama, Oprah Winfrey, and Condoleeza Rice—were included in 

                                                
76 Object label, Michelle O, National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., 

http://npg.si.edu/object/npg_NPG.2010.56?destination=portraits/search%3Fedan_q%3Dmichelle%2520obama%26e

dan_local%3D1%26edan_fq%255B0%255D%3Dp.edanmdm.descriptivenonrepeating.unit_code%253A%2522NPG

%2522%26incCAP%3Dfalse%26op%3DSearch.  

 
77 The Baltimore Museum of Art’s Curatorial Assistant for Contemporary Art Helene Grabow was 

interviewed for this thesis project, but she did not provide insight as to why the museum has not exhibited Thomas’ 
portrait of Obama. 
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an exhibition called “Eye Pop: Celebrity Gaze” at the National Portrait Gallery.78 The exhibition 

assembled 53 portraits of American celebrities and aimed to investigate the idea of celebrity. 

During Black History Month, the National Portrait Gallery put on an educational program that 

focused on these three portraits specifically and what they reveal about black female celebrity. 

This demonstrates the importance of these images. 

These three portraits differ from much of Thomas’ portraiture in that they do not 

emphasize the body. In fact, her portraits of these culturally prominent women do not even 

include their bodies. When Thomas portrays famous women like Michelle Obama, Oprah 

Winfrey, and Condoleezza Rice, she maintains her distinctive flair but she decides to focus on 

her faces, perhaps to highlight different parts of these women to communicate her message—that 

these influential black women are worthy of respect and their accomplishments warrant 

celebration. It prompts the question of how Thomas would portray their bodies if she were to 

include them in the image. Or, expanding upon the question raised in Chapter 1, why does 

Thomas focus on the face instead of the body when she has focused so exclusively on the body 

in her own portraits of people she knows? 

(Fig. 16) Thomas collaborated with musician Solange Knowles to create a portrait to 

serve as the cover art for her EP True. Portrait of Solange Thinking About You (2013) is a 

collaged photograph of the performer. Solange is dressed in bold patterns as well. She is wearing 

a multicolored striped button-down shirt and blue cropped pants with a purple floral design. 

Solange is in a relaxed position on the couch; she is leaning against the arm of the furniture, with 

her right hand on the back of her neck supporting her head. Her left arm drapes casually across 

                                                
78 “Eye Pop: The Celebrity Gaze,” National Portrait Gallery, http://npg.si.edu/exhibition/eye-pop-

celebrity-gaze; Kaia Black, “Museum Day Live! At the Portrait Gallery,” National Portrait Gallery, March 10, 
2016, http://npg.si.edu/blog/museum-day-live-portrait-gallery.  
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her body. The use of collage allows Thomas to bring in more layers—both literally and 

figuratively—to the piece. The collaged pieces, which include various bold fabric prints, partial 

images of furniture, a door, and a mirror reflecting light from a window, create a living room 

scene. 

In this portrait, Solange’s hair is framed by the collaged patterns and fabrics, drawing the 

viewer’s attention to it. Solange’s hairstyle is important to her and her work; when a magazine 

re-touched her hair in a photo, she spoke out and released a song titled “Don’t Touch My 

Hair.”79 Vogue writes, “The magazine’s decision [to cut out her hairstyle] underscores the 

importance of the musician’s ongoing battle cry for black women to be celebrated, rather than 

being manipulated for the masses.”80 In this portrait, Thomas highlights an aspect of Solange’s 

physical appearance that is important to her identity as a black woman. This plays into how the 

mainstream wants black women to look and be visible, and how Thomas challenges the limiting 

standards of what it means to be beautiful. 

Solange and Mickalene Thomas are a natural pair as they both advocate for the 

advancement of black women through their art. Thomas explains that Solange “represents the 

kind of creativity as an artist that is … very innovative and expressive on the level that I respond 

to. I think she had a particular vision for her music at the time and her work that related to what I 

was doing, and it was synergy.”81 This image is particularly powerful because it is a portrait of a 

                                                
79 Lauren Valenti, “Solange Slams Her Own Magazine Cover—and Here’s Why,” Vogue, October 20, 

2017, https://www.vogue.com/article/solange-dont-touch-my-hair-retouching-magazine-evening-standard-vernon-

francois.  

 
80 Valenti, “Solange Slams Her Own Magazine Cover—and Here’s Why.” 

 
81 MacCash, “Artist Mickalene Thomas discusses Michelle Obama and Solange Knowles.” 
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black woman artist made by a black woman artist. This collaboration between two women artists 

of color increases representation on multiple accounts.  

Portrait of Solange Thinking About You is also less sexualized than most of Thomas’ 

portraits, though this portrait does include her body whereas the aforementioned three portraits—

of Michelle Obama, Oprah Winfrey, and Condoleezza Rice—do not. Perhaps this difference in 

representation relates to Thomas’ discussion of the importance of her relationship with her sitter. 

When she is portraying public figures, she does not have the same close relationship as she does 

with her mother or her partner, for example. That distance is reflected in the way she portrays the 

women. 

Thomas’ representations of important black women reflect a broader trend of the need for 

more African-American portraiture. Historically, most representations of black people have been 

negative and derogatory.82 Artists like Thomas are drawn to portraiture to reimagine how black 

men and women have been shown in arts and culture. Portraiture is the perfect avenue to correct 

history as it is one of the most dignified genres. Thomas utilizes portraiture as a way to increase 

the visibility of her subjects.  

Thomas chose to depict these women—Michelle Obama, Oprah Winfrey, Condoleezza 

Rice, and Solange Knowles—because they are her real-world muses. She reflects, “I identify 

with women that really use their voice, make a mark and evolve with the world. Women whose 

lives persevered but had to work really fucking hard and break barriers to claim their space.”83 

Thomas’ decision to represent these women demonstrates their importance in American culture, 

but more than that, these representations show that the increased visibility of black women is on 

                                                
82 Farrington, African-American Art. 

 
83 Rhianna Jones, “Meet Mickalene Thomas, The Artist Rewriting the Narrative for Black Women,” 

COOLS, December 8, 2017, https://cools.com/studio-artist-mickalene-thomas/.  
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the rise.84 Thomas’ intervention to bring greater visibility to black women inspires advocacy for 

the increased presence of black women in the art world.  

                                                
84 Adria Y. Goldman et. al, Black Women in Popular Culture: The Conversation Continues (Lanham: 

Lexington Books, 2014). 
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CHAPTER III: RECLAIMING AGENCY FOR THE MUSE 

“Dealing with the body and then dealing with the black body is already a rebellious act. 

All these notions of what those bodies mean, it’s so loaded,” explains Mickalene Thomas. “You 

can take what’s loaded and pull it in your direction.”85 Thomas’ direction involves transforming 

the representation of black women from one of subjection to oppression and harmful stereotypes 

to one of agency and subversion. 

Scholars have been interested in researching how and to what extent black women have 

been represented in both “high culture” and “low culture,” from fine art to advertisements and 

magazines.86 Even as representation has increased, negative stereotypical depictions of black 

women continue to persist in American culture.87 Given this trend, it is obvious that mere 

representation is not sufficient to diversify the museum and transform the collective 

understanding of the experience of African-American women.  

Of course, it is not enough that Thomas represents black women to increase their 

visibility—she must be concerned with the way in which she depicts the black female figure and 

what message her portrayal communicates to the viewer. Mickalene Thomas makes an 

intervention in the museum to challenge historical depictions of black women as oppressed, 

passive agents, and instead portrays them as active agents in control of their own bodies and 

experiences. This intervention is particularly powerful given Thomas’ experience as a black 

woman who has personally confronted the challenge of being denied agency.88 Thomas uses her 

                                                
85 Melandri, Mickalene Thomas, 28. 

 
86 Goldman, Black Women in Popular Culture. 

 
87 Goldman, Black Women in Popular Culture. 
 
88 Thomas, “Artist Statement.” 
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lens to reclaim the negative stereotypes that plague black women and reintegrate them into her 

art. 

 The idea of female agency gained greater traction in the 1990s among scholars analyzing 

the feminist art that came out of the previous few decades.89 Art historians began to look back 

into history and investigate this idea of female agency, looking at women artists, patrons, and 

influencers who exercised control and wielded power.90 Through this scholarship, art historians 

have proven that women throughout history have played important roles in the arts; for example, 

art historians have found that women were responsible for a significant amount of patronage of 

Renaissance art. 91  

As this exploration of female agency continues, art historians insist:  

“We must rebalance the larger picture, describing a cultural dynamic that consisted not of 

men’s cultural dominance and women’s occasional achievements, but rather of a steady 

and ongoing participation of women in culture, as active participants at every level—

from artistic creation to patronage and reception, and as a conceptual force that 

threatened a fragile and sometimes desperate masculine hegemony. In order to reclaim 

women’s history, we will need to rewrite men’s history.”92 

  

That is to say that female agency is not a 20th or 21st century notion—women have been 

exercising power for much longer. In particular, this discussion of agency is even more wrought 

with controversy when considering black female agency, which Thomas explores through her 

portraiture. 

                                                
89 Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, eds., Reclaiming Female Agency: Feminist Art History after 

Postmodernism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 4. 

 
90 Broude and Garrard, Reclaiming Female Agency, 11. 

 
91 Broude and Garrard, Reclaiming Female Agency, 11. 
 
92 Broude and Garrard, Reclaiming Female Agency, 22. 
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The depiction of black women throughout history has largely been based in stereotypes 

held by the white dominant culture. Lisa Farrington, an art historian with a specific focus in 

African American art, explains that black women have typically been portrayed as one of three, 

one-dimensional characters—as the highly sexual and immoral Jezebel, the caregiving Mammy, 

and the Matriarch or “superwoman,” a figure who is charge of herself and her family, who takes 

on both male and female characteristics.93 Thomas does not seek to portray black women in a 

stereotypical fashion, like the characters Farrington observes from art history, though her figures 

may have some of the characteristics of these characters, such as glamour, sex appeal, 

confidence, and independence. 

Interestingly, the history of African American artists depicting black nude women—an 

image that is common in Thomas’ work—is relatively recent. Rarely was the black nude 

portrayed in the fine arts until the twentieth century.94 Art historian Michele Wallace suggests 

that black artists did not portray black nudes in reaction “to the extraordinary contempt and 

loathing surrounding the black body in European and American eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century thought and visual culture.”95 

One 20th century artist who worked to improve the perception of black female sexuality 

was Romare Bearden. Art historian Judith Wilson contends that “Bearden managed to transcend 

the widespread stigmatization of black sexuality. He was able to recuperate the nude black 

female body, wrestling it from the clutches of white purveyors of erotic fantasies about exotic 

                                                
93 Farrington, Creating Their Own Image, 8-9. 

 
94 Judith Wilson, “Getting Down to Get Over: Romare Bearden’s Use of Pornography and the Problem of 

the Black Female Body in Afro-U.S. Art,” in Black Popular Culture, ed. Michelle Wallace and Gina Dent (Seattle: 

Bay Press, 1992), 114. 
 
95 Wallace, “Afterword,” 342. 
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Others, and reposition it in relation to black vernacular culture.”96 Thomas often cites Bearden as 

one of her most important influences. Thomas seems to be engaging in a similar work as 

Bearden; she reimagines the way in which black women have been represented and 

contextualizes her portraits within the contemporary cultural framework.  

To combat stereotypical depictions of black women from both Western art and popular 

culture, Thomas portrays female figures who are bold and confident, exude power, and own “the 

gaze.” Thomas’ portraits are noticeably retro-looking; she adorns and surrounds her subjects 

with 1970s patterned fabrics, making reference to the social and cultural movements of that time, 

including the Black is Beautiful movement and Second Wave Feminism. In recalling these 

important movements that uplifted black women, Thomas amplifies the sense of power and 

agency in the portraits. 

(Fig. 17) Thomas’ Love’s Been Good To Me #1 (2010), a mixed media collage, depicts a 

black woman seated upright on retro-style furniture, with her legs crossed and her left arm 

draped over her left thigh. The woman appears boss-like and in control. Her pose also exudes 

sophistication. The woman owns the gaze, staring at the viewer without fear or trepidation. Her 

clothes, jewelry, and makeup contribute to her appearing glamorous. This portrait seems 

deliberately constructed, and not natural or candid, which suggests that Thomas is manipulating 

the scene with precision in order to convey a message. “As both an image and idea, the black 

body has long been a contested site”97—Thomas and her subjects confidently approach this 

contested site. 
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Thomas’ depiction of black women is an act of intervention because she “imbues her 

subjects with an agency and action seldom seen in the canon of figurative painting.”98 (Fig. 18) 

In her portrait Don’t forget about me (Keri) (2009), Thomas depicts a black woman who conveys 

assertiveness through her strong stature. This painting depicts Keri from the side; she is standing 

with her hand on her hip, her head titled upward towards the direction of the viewer, and her 

back arched such that her chest pushes out. Keri looks up with her mouth open and her eyes 

wide, expectantly. Her pose is exaggerated to underscore her tremendous confidence. In this 

painting, Thomas uses rhinestones to accent Keri’s features and clothing, adding to her beauty 

and allure. “While the women in my work celebrate different notions of beauty, I think 

simultaneously they are providing a confrontational barrier that challenges the clichés 

traditionally laid on women of color. Through their assertive gazes, they are demanding to be 

seen, to be heard, and to be acknowledged,” explains Thomas.99  

As discussed in Chapter 2, the existence of visual representations of black women is 

essential. Scholar Kymberly Pinder argues that these “images…construct public black identities” 

in American culture.100 Keri’s empowered pose differs completely from the subservient positions 

in which black women have traditionally been portrayed. In depicting Keri as such a strong 

agent, Thomas inspires awe in the viewer. Thomas constructs a public identity of strength and 

agency for black women through her portraiture. 

                                                
98 Smithsonian American Art Museum, “Portrait of Mnonja,” https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/portrait-

mnonja-80011.  

 
99 Parkes, “Artist Mickalene Thomas Is Bringing Black Women into the Canon.” 

 
100 Pinder, “Black Representation and Western Survey Textbooks,” 533. 
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Thomas’ intervention to change the perception of black women is complicated by the fact 

that she retains certain aspects of the stereotypical depictions of the past. Many of the female 

figures in her work are highly sexualized, just as black women have been made to look in the 

past. Of course, there is nothing objectively wrong with sexualized depictions. In fact, Thomas 

views sexuality as a crucial element to consider and incorporate when depicting a black 

woman.101 However, the stereotypical view of black women as one-dimensional sexual beings 

still persists today, though certainly to a lesser extent than in the past. Therefore, it may not be 

productive for Thomas to so strongly emphasize her subjects’ sexuality.  

(Fig. 19) Thomas’ photograph Lovely Six Foota (2007) captures a black woman in a 

provocative pose. This photograph depicts a dressed black woman seated in a 1970s style living 

room on the couch with her legs splayed open to the viewer. Her subject is “almost 

confrontational with [her] sexuality.”102 This portrayal is arguably counterproductive to efforts to 

diminish the hypersexualization of black women. This analysis of Lovely Six Foota prompts a 

question that expands upon the discussion in Chapter 1: how can artists depict black women as 

sexual beings without reinforcing negative stereotypes? 

Other contemporary artists who represent the black female body receive similar 

criticisms. Kara Walker, a black woman artist known for her astonishingly savage depictions of 

slavery, has been denounced for perpetuating negative stereotypes about African Americans.103 

In her images, she represents the stereotypical characters such as the Mammy. While these 
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images are meant to challenge cultural memory of the antebellum America, some viewers find 

them despicable. Walker’s critical reception illustrates that dealing with the black body is a 

rebellious act indeed. 

Thomas would argue that her depictions do not reinforce negative stereotypes because of 

the way that she relates to her sitters, both through the personal relationship that she cultivates 

with each of them and through her identity as a woman and a lesbian. First, Thomas emphasizes 

the importance of her sitter’s role in the artistic process. Her relationship with her sitter is one of 

a collaborative nature. “I like to think that my work with any of the models that come to my 

space is a collaborative act. What I do and what I hope is that we are both contributing almost 

like two dancers that come for a performance,”104 describes Thomas. The artist and her subject 

work together to imagine the scene. Though Thomas ultimately executes the final decisions, she 

explains, “I continue to relinquish some control to my models with the intention of allowing 

them to own the space. I want their genuine individuality to manifest and permeate these 

constructed settings, while simultaneously insisting on their presence with their directness and 

gaze.”105 This collaboration ensures that the sitter is not only comfortable with, but empowered 

by, the way in which she is being portrayed. 

Moreover, Thomas relates to her sitters through their shared gender identity. As a 

woman, she changes the traditional power dynamic of the male artist and the female subject. 

“The fact that I am a woman artist inherently shifts the classic discussion of the male gaze. As a 

woman, I find myself identifying with my models, and I'm not at all interested in reducing them 
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solely to the objects of my work,” asserts Thomas.106 Thomas does not intend to hypersexualize 

her subjects; in contrast, she aims to honor them as women who own and celebrate their 

sexuality. 

While not all of Thomas’ sitters share her sexual orientation, her identity as a lesbian may 

also change the power dynamic between the artist and the subject. Thomas explains, “I always 

want to bring forward my own sexuality and its relationship to the women I’m working with.”107 

When her subject is a partner of hers, which has been the case in various times throughout her 

career, she aims “to convey the love between two women” through her art.108 Her relationship 

with the sitter, especially if it is intimate in nature, may give her the right to depict her in such a 

sexualized manner. However, the spirit of collaboration and consensuality may not translate to 

the viewer. The viewer may look at a portrait made by Thomas, such as Lovely Six Foota or 

Origin of the Universe, and read it as objectifying and exploitative, even if that was not her 

intention. 

In an interview with artist Carrie Mae Weems, Thomas addresses whether her work 

further objectifies and exploits black women. Thomas concedes, “I have a deep desire and 

sensuality for women that’s inescapable. So perhaps I’m just as guilty as a man for my reasons 

for wanting to look at, photograph, and paint women.”109 However, she differentiates her work as 

a gay woman artist from the work of male artists: “I like to think that my love of and attraction to 

women is represented in my photographs and paintings. I believe that there’s a different gaze of 
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woman-on-woman love that is well beyond the notion of exploitation.”110 While Thomas argues 

that her gaze cannot be exploitative, the intention behind the work is ultimately far less 

consequential than how it is understood by a viewer in the museum. It is the message that 

Thomas’ portrait conveys to the viewer that makes an impact.  

Thomas’ claim elicits more questions: Who has the authority to depict the female body? 

A woman? Someone who is attracted to women? The person whose body it is? Moreover, how 

much consent does an artist have, or need to have, from their subject? This conversation is 

ongoing and particularly relevant in 2018 given the #MeToo movement and its focus on the 

exploitation of women by powerful men. In April 2018, The Cut published an article that seeks 

to answer the question “Is it still an artistically justifiable pursuit for a man to paint a naked 

woman?” with the input of prominent men and women contemporary artists.111 Thomas believes 

her femininity and her sexuality give her the “right to look.”112 

 (Fig. 20) Thomas’ mixed media collage Left Behind (2010) suggests a loss of agency at 

the expense of sexuality. This collage shows a naked black woman sitting on the ground with her 

legs going off lazily to the side. Her shoulders slump forward, pushing her collarbone forward 

and causing her breasts to hang. Even though she is undressed, the woman’s afro hairstyle is 

maintained and she is wearing hoop earrings in her ears. The title of work, Left Behind, and the 

woman’s state suggest that she had a sexual encounter and is now alone, discarded by her lover. 

Her facial expression conveys sadness and longing, inspiring empathy from the viewer. This 
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collaged piece indicates that Thomas acknowledges how expressing sexuality and maintaining 

agency can be in conflict. 

Thomas connects intimately with her subjects—sometimes just figuratively, other times 

literally—to the extent that she feels they represent aspects of herself. When reflecting on her 

choice of sitters, she says, “I guess I look for myself in these women.”113 (Fig. 21) Thomas’ Din, 

une tres belle négresse #2 (2012) demonstrates this connection. This painting portrays a black 

woman from a side profile holding a confident pose, with her chin up and her chest proud. Din 

possesses “beauty, a little uncertainty, perseverance, and a sort of hunger,” qualities with which 

Thomas strongly identifies.114 She muses, “I often think and believe that portraiture is a 

representation of the person who’s painting them and that a lot of times the sitters become a 

vehicle for the person, for the artist. I use everything in the work for how I see myself. They 

become sort of these stand-ins for me and in some level they may be considered mostly self-

portraits.”115 Thomas uses her subjects to manifest ideas she has about herself. She explains, “I 

see them as vehicles to express my own feminine self. They’re like catalysts for new forms of 

expression.”116 

Thomas depicts her black female subjects as agents because that is what she sees them 

as—empowered women who are in control of their bodies, their experiences, and their destinies. 

“For me it’s going through the world, finding the women that inspire me, that I connect with, and 

bring them back to my working place…I’m giving them their voice back and reincarnating them 
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through my work,” she explains.117 Thomas reclaims her subjects’ agency by portraying them in 

a way that validates their identities, often with a focus on their sexuality and desirability.   

                                                
117 Jones, “Meet Mickalene Thomas.” 
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CHAPTER IV: CRAFTING AN IDENTITY FOR THE BLACK SITTER 

“How can I take the ingredients of who I am and put them into a painting?” 118 Mickalene 

Thomas’ interventions concerning visibility, celebrity, and agency culminate in the art materials 

that she uses because they are so mainstream, “blingy,” and reflective. The visual media that 

Thomas uses not only reinforce the messages of her work, but allow her to make her intervention 

even more impactful. “I’m interested in the various layers of presentation, perception, and 

masking that influence of how we see a person,” explains Thomas. “Certain objects, patterns, 

colors, and spatial relationships bring to mind such diversified ideas of beauty, time, and 

nostalgia; that’s ultimately what I want to achieve through my work.”119 

Mickalene Thomas’ interventions in the museum exist beyond the subject matter of her 

work, extending to the materials she uses to challenge tradition. Her combination of low-brow 

and high-brow art forms works to dismantle institutional biases. Thomas makes an intervention 

in the museum to place value on low-brow art forms such as craft and folk art, forms 

traditionally rejected by museum institutions. 

Mickalene Thomas’ use of craft art is yet another historical reference to women, 

specifically to women artists who often created craft and folk art, which was deemed “low-

brow.”120 Historically, beginning in Renaissance Europe, craft and folk art have been devalued 

and considered lesser than “fine art,” which includes painting and sculpture.121 Craft art was seen 
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as a relatively unskilled, utilitarian activity. It came to be associated with the domestic sphere 

which in turn made it “women’s work.” These ideas about craft art took hold during the 

Renaissance and have persisted in modern day. 

Craft art grew in popularity in conjunction with and in reaction to industrialization, both 

through the “Studio Craft” movement and artists who challenged the classification of craft 

materials like Robert Rauschenberg.122 The Pattern and Decoration Movement of the 1970s was 

significant to the increased visibility of craft art, and consisted of women artists who worked 

with vibrantly patterned textiles, elevating the art form through their work.123 Many post-

modern, contemporary artists have incorporated craft media into their work in order to further 

the social and political messages of their work. For example, craft materials were used in art 

associated with the civil rights’ movement and feminist movement that aimed to advance the 

position of marginalized groups in society. Thomas may draw inspiration from artists such as 

Faith Ringgold, Joyce J. Scott, Judy Chicago, and Miriam Schapiro who engaged in craft art as a 

form of advocacy for its inclusion in the art historical canon and the modern-day museum.124  

Craft art has also been popular among marginalized groups because it is more accessible 

than fine art, namely because of its affordability. Thomas’ choice of “low-brow” media thus 

serves as a reference to her own background and career as she was often unable to afford more 

expensive materials as an art student.125 While Thomas has now achieved a level of success in 

her artistic career that allows her to buy whatever art supplies she might need for any project, she 

                                                
122 Buszek, “Craft and contemporary art.” 

 
123 Farrington, African-American Art, 288. 

 
124 Buszek, “Craft and contemporary art.” 
 
125 Smithsonian American Art Museum, “Meet the Artist.” 



49 

 

 

continues to incorporate “low-brow” media in her work. Her position as a successful artist 

bestows honor on these craft materials and the history behind them. 

Craft art has suffered an invisibility similar to that experienced by black women artists. 

Only recently has craft art become more visible and viewed as a legitimate art form because of 

its use by artists such as Rauschenberg, Ringgold, Scott, Chicago, and Schapiro.126 The work of 

Faith Ringgold is particularly relevant when looking at Thomas; Ringgold incorporates elements 

of feminism and black power, as well as conventional and alternative media, namely fabric, into 

her art.127  Additionally, Neo-Expressionist artist Joyce J. Scott may also serve as an inspiration 

for Thomas because of her combination of the fine arts and craft arts (beads and jewels) to 

interrogate racial stereotypes.128 The medium of craft art was borne out of necessity, but it 

delivers an impact that enhances Thomas’ work; it is improvisational at the same time as it is 

useful to her efforts at subversion. 

Thomas is well-known for her use of rhinestones, a material associated with craft art. 

Thomas began using rhinestones at the beginning of her artistic career, with a strong interest in 

how they could be reminiscent of pointillism, a style that she studied as an undergraduate 

student. She explains, “Rhinestones seemed to be the most relevant material; they provide a 

perfect combination of content, process, and material. As a ‘decorative’ material, they serve to 

challenge our ideas of what a painting is, and can be. There was also a great satisfaction in the 

slow, meditative process of gluing each and every rhinestone to the surface of the painting.”129  

                                                
126 Ryan Leahey, “The Alabama Women Who Made Their Quilts a Part of Modern Art,” Artsy, April 11, 

2018, https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-alabama-women-made-quilts-modern-art.  
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Thomas’ use of rhinestones is more than just a “formal nod” to pointillism.130 The 

rhinestones capture and reflect light, bringing greater visibility to the subjects who have been 

metaphorically in the dark. The glittery materials make it such that her paintings—and the 

subjects she portrays—cannot be ignored or dismissed because they are highly visible.  

(Fig. 22) Thomas’ A-E-I-O-U and Sometimes Y (2009), a series of 40 portraits of 

women’s faces, exemplifies the importance of rhinestones and sequins to Thomas’ intervention. 

(Fig. 23) One portrait in the series, in the collection of the National Museum of Women in the 

Arts, features the face of a woman on a pink-painted background. The outline and details of the 

woman’s face are composed of black rhinestones. The rhinestones evoke ideas of beauty and 

glamour, relating to the idea of artifice: “I feel like the rhinestones in my paintings are like that 

really glossy lipstick that women wear. It’s another level of masking, of dressing up.”131 Through 

the use of this material, Thomas makes a commentary on societal expectations for women and 

their physical appearance. 

When the portraits in the series A-E-I-O-U and Sometimes Y are exhibited together, they 

are a forceful expression of black beauty with all of the subjects asserting their individual and 

collective identity. The portraits depict different women expressing a variety of emotions, from 

pleasure to aggravation, confidence to introversion. The complementary bright colors and black 

rhinestones that are used in each portrait make the series all the more striking. Thomas is a part 

of a larger group of African-American contemporary artists who use bling in their work to make 

a commentary about the black experience. 

                                                
130 Representative from the Lehmann Maupin Gallery, interview. 
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Thomas often paints on wood panel and incorporates retro patterns as a nod to her 

childhood and the interiors she grew up in that she views as emblematic of the 1970s black 

experience. (Fig. 24) Another work, the larger-than-life, ornamented painting Portrait of Mnonja 

(2010), further develops the idea of unconventional materials as a method of subversion. Portrait 

of Mnonja, a monumental, embellished portrait of a black woman, is an integral part of the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum’s Contemporary Collection particularly because of its 

reference to retro 1970s interiors and the moments and movements that the references conjures 

up.132  

Senior Curator of Contemporary Interpretation Joanna Marsh explains that a lot of the 

conversation about Portrait of Mnonja is less focused on the figure than it is about the scene and 

the accessories that surround her.133 According to Marsh, visitors are fascinated by the wood 

paneling and the floral fabrics, and the way that these materials disrupt time and the ability to 

place the work chronologically. In conversations with visitors, Marsh notes that there is typically 

a lot of speculation about the time period; visitors usually think the painting is a product of the 

twentieth century and not the twenty-first century. Portrait of Mnonja conjures up a certain 

moment and movement in history. The visitors’ fixation on Thomas’ use of wood panel and retro 

patterns, which sparks discussion about African-American culture and history, demonstrates how 

Thomas’ use of alternative materials reinforces the important messages of her work.  

Mnonja expresses the confidence and agency that Thomas typically likes to highlight in 

her subjects, and these ideas are reinforced by the materials Thomas uses in the painting. Thomas 
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describes Mnonja’s “essence as power, beauty, sophistication, and also a little vulnerability.”134 

Mnonja is “owning and claiming her space”—something Thomas finds to be “very exciting.”135 

“I think she represents the American experience because she represents a whole line of women 

that have come before her and women coming after her.”136 The patterned fabrics draw the 

viewer’s attention all across the painting. The sequins enhance the seductive quality of the figure 

and scene. For Thomas, rhinestones, bold patterns, and floral fabrics “represent the notion of 

artifice, constructed ideas, and how we consider adornment of ourselves and of our 

environments: the concept of dressing up or covering something up. How we can utilize and 

manipulate them to exude a certain quality, beauty or light.”137 The materials that she uses allow 

her to dive deeper into her investigation of black beauty.  

In many of Thomas’ exhibitions, she uses furniture to create an installation in the middle 

of the gallery, complementing her mixed media works on the walls. These “dizzying, upholstery-

heavy interiors gravitate towards imagery of the 1970s, hinting at influences from the Civil 

Rights movement to Blaxploitation films.”138 (Fig. 25) In Figuring History at the Seattle Art 

Museum, Thomas created a room-sized tableau of a living room. The installation is distinguished 

from the surrounding gallery space by swatches of carpet and squares of flooring of different 

patterns and materials. Thomas reflects, “Most of the fabrics I use are chosen with the intention 

of reconstructing elements of my childhood. My grandmother used to reupholster a lot of 
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furniture; I always found that to be fascinating when I was growing up.”139 This installation is a 

product of Thomas’ life and experiences. 

Thomas furnishes the space with ottomans, pillows, potted plants, small tables, and stacks 

of books. Thomas selects each book that is included in the installation, creating her own 

inclusive version of the literary canon. The books discuss issues of race, gender, and sexuality, 

just as she does through her art.140 She invites visitors to pick up the books and engage with these 

issues through literature as they are immersed in her art. Through these installations, whose 

materials make reference to important black cultural moments and movements of the 1970s, 

Thomas literally brings her experience and the experiences of her community into the museum. 

One of the most important media that Thomas incorporates in her artistic process is 

photography. Thomas takes a photograph to begin each of her pieces; she explains, “When I’m 

working with a historical image, I use photography as a way of capturing and reinterpreting the 

image. I take photographs and make collages out of them in order to create a new image.”141 As 

Thomas’ career has progressed, the photographs have shifted from being resource images to 

being an important component of her final product—her works in the Origin of the Universe 

exhibition were “completely based in the photographic image.”142 

While it is fairly typical for artists to base their works in photography, and therefore not 

unique to Thomas, she emphasizes its tremendous importance to the essence of her work. She 
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argues, “When I take a photograph, that gaze is forcing the viewer to see my subjects—to 

recognize them.”143 In the photograph, her subjects “exist, are present, and they are not going to 

let you go away easily.”144 Thomas wants her subjects to own the gaze, upending the traditional 

relationship of the gaze being controlled by the artist, who have often been male. 

Thomas believes in the unique power of photography and argues that she is able to 

convey particular elements through photography that she cannot through painting.145 “I think 

there’s something about the gaze in a photograph that is completely shifted in a painting because 

the artist can change the gaze a little,” reflects Thomas.146 As she points out, a photograph cannot 

be manipulated like a painting. A photograph is often thought of as an honest, truthful depiction 

of a subject. Thomas joins the practice of African Diasporic communities in the exploration 

tensions related to “the right to be seen” and “the right to self-representation” through 

photography.147  

Photography also carries personal significance to Thomas, which is relevant to her body 

of work because her art is inextricably tied to her experience. “I was struggling with how to put 

myself in my work,” she admits. “Photography taught me how to look at my world in a clear 

way.”148 Early in her life, Thomas “experimented with photography as a medium for exploration, 

embracing the space ‘to come out as a queer woman, and see the world on [her] terms through 
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[her] eyes.’”149 Thomas continues to use photography to investigate the experiences of the 

women who serve as her subjects and muses. 

Another important artistic process for Thomas is collage. Thomas explains, “The process 

of collage allowed me to navigate structure in an image: segmenting, deconstructing, pasting, 

and re-contextualizing my ideas. I wanted to shift ways of seeing the image.”150 Collaging is 

useful to Thomas in that she is able to manipulate the image to most effectively communicate her 

message. To that end, the fragmented quality that results from Thomas’ collaging may reference 

the fragmented experience of black women in America as well as the gaps in representation in 

the art historical canon and museum. 

Thomas has recently begun to incorporate new media in her art. Some compelling 

examples of Thomas’ recent work highlight how her use of new media enhances her intervention 

in the museum. (Fig. 26) One example of Thomas’ recent work that represents a new direction is 

the multimedia video installation Me As Muse (2016). In this installation, which utilizes audio 

and video, Thomas includes images of herself and representations related to the history of 

violence against black women. (Fig. 27) For another recent piece Resist (2017), Thomas 

experimented with a new screen printing technology.151 Resist, exhibited in Figuring History at 

the Seattle Art Museum, incorporates images of struggle from different time periods to celebrate 

and encourage resistance in the current sociopolitical climate. Thomas has also been engaging in 

curatorial work as a way of asserting her vision. She brings a unique perspective to curating 
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because she works primarily as an artist.152 Curation is an especially effective way to diversify 

the narrative put forth by the museum. 

Thomas’ incorporation of alternative media opens her up to the criticism that artists, 

particularly women artists, have received throughout history for producing “low-brow” art. 

Specifically, Thomas expresses frustration that her critical reception does not focus on the 

“formal aspects” of her work.153 Interestingly, while Thomas draws inspiration from historic 

paintings and artistic movements in creating her work, art critics have often neglected to read her 

works as paintings.154 In fact, Thomas’ work is teeming with references to visual themes from art 

history:  

“The Le Déjeuner painting that I did at MoMA is not just Manet or Matisse. I was 

looking at constructivism and thinking of ways to radically break up the picture plane. I 

was looking at Fernand Léger when I made that painting, and Romare Bearden. I was 

considering all those components, finding a way to make them my own. So all of those 

elements are in there but no one talks about what’s really constructed and how I’m 

looking at painting.”155  

 

It is crucial to consider why the critical reception of Thomas’ work lacks depth. What 

may cause this lack of depth in how her work is received is the unconventional materials she 

uses. Thomas’ use of wood panel instead of a more traditional surface like canvas takes away 

from the painterly finish. The surface of her paintings looks smooth and plastic-y, without the 

characteristic mark-making of a paintbrush that viewers are accustomed to seeing. 
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Thomas’ work can be misunderstood as just “blingy” and fun. Thomas explains that 

people often want to link her work to hip hop because of its blingy qualities. “That’s just being 

lazy,” she says.156 While she does foray into popular culture, it does not make her art any less 

complex, valuable, or worthy of respect. “People get so caught up with the rhinestones. The 

rhinestones are really just one part of the work among many,” reflects Thomas.157 Perhaps as a 

reaction to the distracting effect of the material, Thomas says in a 2011 interview, “I’m slowly 

moving the rhinestones out of the paintings; they are becoming just on element among many that 

I use to construct a painting. In Le Déjeuner there’s a limited amount of rhinestones used, but 

still no one wants to talk about it as a painting.”158  

In 2018, Thomas continues to incorporate rhinestones into her paintings, suggesting that 

she either decided to ignore the criticism, or perhaps that viewers began to view rhinestones as a 

legitimate art material. Her continued use of this unconventional material suggests that her 

intervention was successful. Thomas may have changed the minds of the art world, elevating 

craft art to a level that had not yet been reached before.  

Another possibility is that Thomas’ art is not appreciated for its formal aspects because of 

her biography—her blackness, her femininity, her queerness. Historically, artists with a similar 

biography to Thomas have had to fight to be acknowledged as legitimate producers of art.159 

Artists of color, women artists, and queer artists still face bias today.   
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Mickalene Thomas acts as the “interior decorator of art history,” using diverse art 

materials to disrupt our notions of what type of art belongs in the museum. 160 Thomas’ 

intervention in the museum is arguably more powerful because she is forced to combat the same 

discrimination that she seeks to point out and dismantle. This reinforces the idea that issues of 

representation are real and ongoing, and that further advocacy and confrontation is needed. 
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CONCLUSION 

Thomas effectively fuses the traditional and the non-traditional in her work and, in doing 

so, enacts change in the way scholars talk about art history and the way museums and galleries 

interact with their collections, their artists, and the public. Thomas upends hierarchies by 

interrogating the history of art, rendering the black woman as visible, reclaiming agency for the 

muse, and crafting an identity for the black sitter.  

There are a number of ways that scholars can enhance current scholarship on Thomas, 

who was been unread and misread in many ways. One important gap in scholarship on Thomas 

is a thorough exploration of the more contemporary references she incorporates into her work. A 

New York Times reviewer notes that the catalog essays written about the 2012 Origin of the 

Universe exhibition, one of Thomas’ largest solo shows, focus too heavily on her art historical 

revision.161 The reviewer mentions that Thomas’ more contemporary influences, like artists 

Carrie Mae Weems and Kerry James Marshall, ought to be considered when analyzing her work.  

This comment is particularly relevant now as new directions in Thomas’ work include 

condemnations of contemporary racism and sexism in American culture, as illustrated by Resist. 

Based on these new directions, scholars should expand on their study of art historical 

revisionism, a topic discussed thoroughly in this thesis, by investigating the contemporary 

references in Thomas’ work.  

One further area for scholarship in the discipline of art and art history more broadly is to 

look at how mainstream American art museums can exhibit minority art to propel the effort to 

deconstruct cultural biases. The majority of existing scholarship on minority representation in the 

mainstream American art museum has focused on the failures of curators and art historians. For 
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example, critical reception of artists of color is often more focused on their biographies instead 

of their body of work.162 How might we move away from this problematic focus on identity? 

Kymberly Pinder suggests that if we decide to label some artists with their racial or ethnic, 

gender, sexual orientation, or other identity, then we should label all artists that way—even 

white, straight men.163 Future scholarship could offer a more dimensional look at the subject by 

pointing to successes in the exhibition of minority art, including African-American Art and the 

art of other minority groups.  

In 1971, Linda Nochlin asked “Why have there been no great women artists?” In 1998, 

Michele Wallace asked “Why are there no great black artists?” This problem has not gone away, 

and no real solutions have been found. Clearly, there are great women artists and black artists, as 

demonstrated in this thesis. Nochlin and Wallace explain that “greatness” is dictated by the 

predominately white, male, elite art world, and as a result women artists and black artists have 

not been recognized for their talent and greatness. In her essay, Wallace explains the distinction 

between famous and great: “‘Famous’ suggests the judgments and trends of the moment—which 

have always been promiscuous in their instrumentalization of black artists—whereas ‘great’ 

usually refers to more lasting cultural processes as they have been codified in art history and 

museums for centuries.”164 It will be interesting to see if Thomas’ coloring of the canon has a 

lasting cultural impact and if her intervention results in a more inclusive definition of greatness. 

In the meantime, as the often slow-moving tradition of art history catches up with 

rebellious and innovative artists like Thomas, museums can continue to collect and present more 
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art produced by artists representing different identity groups. A diversified museum is one in 

which everyone can see their story reflected on the walls. When museum visitors see their own 

experiences reflected—and therefore validated—in the art exhibited in the galleries, they feel 

included and recognize the museum as a place that they belong.  

Mickalene Thomas’ intervention is an ongoing effort. The impact of her intervention 

becomes stronger as she continues to revise problematic historical images, brings greater 

visibility to women of color through her empowering portraiture, represents the black female 

figure as a powerful agent, and incorporates alternative media into her art to bring attention to 

the exclusion of certain art materials and the artists who use them from the canon.  
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National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

 

Nosadella, Madonna and Child in Glory, 1653, oil on wood, Norton Museum of Art, Palm  

Beach, FL. 

 

Sir Peter Paul Rubens, Study for Head of St. John the Evangelist, 1611, oil on wood, Norton  

Museum of Art, Palm Beach, FL. 
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Fig. 1 Mickalene Thomas, Naomi Looking Forward #2, 2016, rhinestones, acrylic, enamel and 

oil on wood panel, Norton Museum of Art, Palm Beach, FL. 
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Fig. 2 Gallery view of Naomi Looking Forward #2, Norton Museum of Art, Palm Beach, FL. 
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Fig. 3 Nosadella, Madonna and Child in Glory, 1653, oil on wood, Norton Museum of Art, Palm 

Beach, FL. 
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Fig. 4 Sir Peter Paul Rubens, Study for Head of St. John the Evangelist, 1611, Norton Museum of 

Art, Palm Beach, FL.  
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Fig. 5 Mickalene Thomas, Le déjeuner sur l’herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires, 2009, rhinestone, 

acrylic and enamel on panel, 120 x 288 inches, Private Collection, New York, NY. 
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Fig. 6 Edouard Manet, Le déjeuner sur l’herbe, 1863, oil on canvas, 81 x 104 inches, Musée 

d’Orsay, Paris. 
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Fig. 7 Mickalene Thomas, Le déjeuner sur l'herbe: Les Trois Femmes Noires, 2010, 

chromogenic color print, Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD. 
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Fig. 8 Mickalene Thomas, Origin of the Universe I, 2012, rhinestones, acrylic, oil and enamel on 

wood panel, 48 x 60 inches, Collections of the Hudgins Family, New York, NY. 
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Fig. 9 Mickalene Thomas, Origin of the Universe II, rhinestones, acrylic, oil and enamel on 

wood panel, 44 x 48 inches, Private Collection, New York, NY. 
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Fig. 10 Gustave Courbet, The Origin of the World, 1866, oil on canvas, 18 x 22 inches, Musée 

d’Orsay, Paris. 
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Fig. 11 Installation view of Origin of the Universe, Santa Monica Museum of Art, Santa Monica, 

CA.  
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Fig. 12 Guerrilla Girls, The Advantages of Being a Woman Artist, 1988, offset lithograph in 

black on wove paper, 17 x 22 inches, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 13 Mickalene Thomas, Michelle O, 2008, screen print on paper, 28 x 22 inches, National 

Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 14 Amy Sherald, First Lady Michelle Obama, 2018, oil on linen, 72 1/8 x 60 1/8 inches, 

National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 15 Mickalene Thomas, When Ends Meet, screen print with hand applied rhinestones on 4-

ply board, National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 16 Mickalene Thomas, Portrait of Solange, mixed media collage. 



85 

 

 

 
Fig. 17 Mickalene Thomas, Love’s Been Good To Me #1, 2010, mixed media collage, 10 x 8 

inches, Lehmann Maupin Gallery, New York, NY. 
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Fig. 18 Mickalene Thomas, Don’t Forget About Me (Keri), 2009, rhinestones, acrylic and 

enamel on wood panel, 84 x 73 inches, Lehmann Maupin Gallery, New York, NY. 
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Fig. 19 Mickalene Thomas, Lovely Six Foota, 2007, chromogenic color print, 48 x 59 inches, 

Lehmann Maupin Gallery, New York, NY. 
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Fig. 20 Mickalene Thomas, Left Behind, 2010, mixed media collage, 4.5 x 6 inches, Lehmann 

Maupin Gallery, New York, NY. 

  



89 

 

 

 
Fig. 21 Mickalene Thomas, Din, une tres belle négresse #2, 2012, rhinestones, acrylic and 

enamel on wood panel, 102 x 84 inches, Private Collection, Boston, MA.  
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Fig. 22 Mickalene Thomas, A-E-I-O-U and Sometimes Y, 2009, rhinestone, acrylic and enamel 

on panel, 40 panels, each 24 x 20 inches. 
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Fig. 23 Mickalene Thomas, A-E-I-O-U and Sometimes Y, 2009, rhinestone, acrylic and enamel 

on panel, 24 x 20 inches, National Museum of Women in the Arts, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 24 Mickalene Thomas, Portrait of Mnonja, rhinestones, 2010, acrylic and enamel on wood 

panel, 96 x 120 inches, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 25 Mickalene Thomas, Living-room installation, 2017, flooring and furnishing, Seattle Art 

Museum, Seattle, WA. 
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Fig. 26 Mickalene Thomas, Me As Muse, 2016, multimedia video installation, New Museum of 

Contemporary Art, New York, NY. 
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Fig. 27 Mickalene Thomas, Resist, 2017, rhinestones, acrylic, gold leaf, and oil stick on canvas 

mounted on wood panel, 84 x 108 inches, Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, WA. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


