
Artist Profile – Mickalene Thomas  
 
b. 1971 Camden, NJ; lives and works Brooklyn, NY 
 
 In 2000, Thomas received her B.F.A from Pratt Institute, and later went on to Yale 
University where she received her M.F.A. in 2002. In 1970 Thomas joined the Ad Hoc Women 
Artists’ Committee, who protested against gender inequality in art museums, such as the 
Whitney, which resulted in two female artists have solo exhibitions there. Some notable awards 
Thomas has received include the Anonymous Was a Woman Award, and the Timerhi Award for 
Leadership in the Arts.  
 Thomas uses her works to explore historical interpretations of beauty and preconceived 
perceptions of female attractiveness. In her works, Thomas incorporates glitter and rhinestones 
into large abstract paintings in an effort to make a statement about materiality. Her subjects 
are typically black women but she is also known to use other black figures, such as black 
animals. For example, Thomas uses a black panther in one of her rhinestone pieces because she 
believes the panther is a symbol of black womanhood, she accentuates the physical strength 
and prowess of the feline relating to her female beauty theme as well as alluding to the Black 
Panther Party.  
 Thomas’s mother was a great influence on her and she used her mother as a reference 
for her works to explore their relationship and to create empowering images of black female 
beauty. These works Thomas created confront the male gazes, desires, and dominance over the 
female body by creating women who are vibrant and feminine and are represented differently 
than African American women had been in the past. Common themes in Thomas’s works are 
eroticism, female beauty and independence, African American stereotypes and 
representations, and her works often include a fantastical aspect because of the medium she 
uses.  
 Thomas does not just use paint and glitter as a medium, but also uses photographs, 
collages, film and video, sculpture, and prints to discuss gender, race, and sexual orientation. 
Some of Thomas’s best known works are of black women in 70s inspired interiors; she creates 
these to reimagine the perspectives of her mother and other black women who experienced 
the 1970s as adults. In these photos and prints there are typically bright colors and patterns, 
and Thomas uses contouring and color blocks to define details of the body including private 
areas.  
 An example of Thomas’s collage work is Femmes Noires (1), an example of her 
photographic work is Hot, Wild, Unrestricted (2), and an example of her painting that she 
incorporates glitter into is Origin of the Universe #4 (3). All of her works, no matter the medium, 
focus on the female body (typically African American), beauty, and confront the male gaze.  
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