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ARTISTS ARTWORKS SHOWS  GALLERIES FAIRS AUCTIONS MAGAIZINE MORE

Museums Bring Pioneering Painter Alma Thomas out
of Storage for Her First Major Retrospective in over 30

Years

ARTSY EDITORIAL
BY HILARIE SHEET3
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In 1972, at age 80, Alma Thomas was the
first African-American woman to receive a
solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum.
Interviewed that same year by The New York
Times, the artist, who grew up in Columbus,
Georgia, before setﬂing in 1i'-f’-?ras.hiﬂg‘l:a:rnl,
D.C., said: “"One of the rhinga we couldn’t

“Through color, I have sought to
concentrate on beauty and
happiness, rather than on man’s

inhumanity to man.”

do was g0 INto mMuseums, let alone think of
ha_nging our pictures there. M}F, times have

ChﬂllgEd ]LLSt IC!-D]:'T_ at me l'l-l.:I"'i.?"n".:l:I

Thomas, who achieved wides pread recognition late in her lifetime for her
colorful, exuberant abstract paintings, is once again in the Epmiight after
ﬁlipping from the mainstream art-historical canon fﬂ]_l:::wing her death in
1978. Last year, the White House hung a newl}r acquired Thomas
painting in the Obamas’ d_ining room, while the %itne:r pu]l&d another
caAnvas b}f the artist from storage, juxtaposing it prﬂminenﬂ}’ with a Cy
Twnmbl}-' painting in the inaugural exhibition of its new build_ing.
*Thomas is a legend and a c:lisccwer:,r at the same time,” says Ian Berry,
director of Skidmore College’s Tang Teaching Museum in Saratoga
SPringE, New York, where a major retrospective of the artist’s work opens
on Feb[u;u}f Geh. Berry has D[g:mized the show with Lauren Haynes,
associate curator at the Studio Museum in Harlem, where the

retrospective will travel in July.

The first graduate of Howard University's fledgling art department in
1924, Thomas taught art for 35 yearsina segregated junior high school
in ":':-rashingtcrn, D.C., while alwa}ﬂs makiﬂg her own work. In the 1930s,
t:ll«:_ing night and weekend classes at American University, Thomas shifred
from representatic:nal painting to abstraction. After retiring as a school
teacher in 1960, she commirted herself full-time to her art. Thomas
E:rrged a hjgh]}-' pem:::na.l 51:}?12 of I::ri].limﬂ}' hued short brushstrokes
a]igne;c:l in ::lazzling vertical stripes and Iad_iating circular compositions
in5pired b}f narural phennmena like the patterns of light in her ga.rden
and images from the Apc-].l::: moon missions. “Thra:-u.gh color, I have
snught t0 concentrate on beaut}-' and haPPiIIEES, rather than on man’s

inhu_manir}-' to man, the artist said in 1970.
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Michael Rosenfeld, the primary dealer of her work for the past 25 years,
says it took courage for black arrists during the civil rightﬁ era to buck the
expectation to make work re presenting African-American life and
stru_gglea. “Her decision to be an abstractionist was in itself a major
social-political statement—thar a woman of color can be part of the larger
picture of American painting,” says Rosenfeld, whose Chelsea ga_]_ler_'i,r had
a solo exhibition of Thomas's work last spring. Mcng with lcra_ning several
canvases to this new retrospective at the Tang, he has shepherded her
works into the collections of numerous institutions, includ_ing the
Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Crystal Bridges Museum of
American Art in Arkansas, as well as the White House.

When it Opens next month, the Skidmore show will begin with a
sala:rn—sqfle h;mging of some 30 small studies and skerchbook pages
w::nrking out color and form, abour half of which have never been
exhibited. The curators are ]:-Grrnwing these works [dating from 1960 on)
from the Columbus Museum in (eorgia, where Thomas, who never
married and had no heirs, left her archival materials. (The artist also left
many paintings to what is now called the Smithsonian American Art
Museum.) “This first room sets up her paﬂlwa}f to abstraction and gives a
view into her prﬂceaa,” says Eerrj,r, who will also include the large canvas
March on Washington (1964), along with two studies for it. The only
semi—representatic-nal painting in the refrospective, it shows her intimate
involvement with the civil rights movement. | he signs and the faces

become abstract shapes in that painting,” sayvs Berry.
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The exhibition will also underscore

Thﬂmﬂﬁ-:S enga_gement "ﬁ-'ldl ﬂi]"-"'w'EI'S EL[]-C].

“One of the things we couldn’t do

nature distilled in la_rge—scale canvases, such

as Breeze Rustling Through Fall Flowers was go 1nto museums, let HIDHE
(1968). These works, highlighting Thomas's

signarure stj,fle, bristle with broken stripes of

almost every color in the spectrum, with M}TJ trimes llﬂVE Chﬂﬂgﬁd. JUSI IDD]:(
different hues pe&kjng th_mugh the top la}fer

Df CDIEII'. AIIGL]TLEI' raorm "'ﬁ.i].l f'DCIlS o1

think of hanging our pictures there.

at me Now.

paintings influenced b}f imagery from ea_rl}r

space f]_ightﬁ, indud_ing Snoopy Sees Earth

Wrapped in Sunset (1970) from the Smithsonian American Art Museum.
The orange orb brimming with rows of staccato brushstrokes, balanced
perf-ecl'l}f inside an atm::aspheric square field of paler orange, is both

minimal in geometry and maximal in uptical effects.

The final ga.uer_i,r will show paintings from the mid-1970s, when
Thomas’s brush marks start to deviate from their ordered lines to form
rh}-dnnic webs and mosaic patterns. “She’s in her 80s and mai:jng her
most confident narure-inspired images,” says Berry. In the final painting
included, Hh}-'a:{?‘ﬂﬂgfﬂ.i' Spring Song (1976}, Thomas's deep blue marks fall
free-form like wedges and commas through white space, breaking apart as

they tumble.

For the curators, who are pulling together many works never or rarely
exhibited, “it's the kind of show where you feel like }rﬂu’re Ieaﬂ}f a.dding
sc:meth_ing to the teﬂing of art h_ist-:-r}r,n says Berry. While the
Smithsonian put on a major Thomas exhibition in 1981, three vears after
her death, this is the first museum retrospective since a 1998 show
organized by the Fort Wayne Museum of Art in Indiana. “As museums
start pu_]ling their Alma Thomas works out and ahnwing them more,
people almost unanimously are moved by them,” says Berry. “All these

Pﬂjﬂtiﬂgﬁ dla.t "i.i'i-"E'!:IE I:IDII'D"Wiﬂg E‘[’Dm gI’EEl‘[ musenms, I'ﬂﬂ.}-"bE 'ﬁ'hEI'l LhE}f
gEt d'lE!ITi béll]l{ dlE'j.’:lll put T.hElTl I.IP I'ELLhEI' 1'_113.'['1 I:!EICIC in StEII'ELgE!. That’s
dEHﬂiEE;.I}" d hDPE El.tld. ) gﬂﬂl.”

— Hilarie Sheets
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