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Biographical Information 
Alma Thomas (1891-1978) began her life in Columbus, Georgia. She moved to Washington D.C. at 

the age of 16 to escape racial persecution in the height of the Jim Crow era and ultimately 

enrolled in Howard University. Upon graduating, she spent most of her adult career as an art 

teacher. In her spare time, she still took visual arts classes at American University, eventually 

receiving an MFA in 1960, and helped organize the Barnett-Aden Gallery, a pioneer commercial 

gallery for African American artists. She retired in 1960, in part due to her worsening arthritis, and 

focused much more of her time on painting. Her apartment served as a makeshift studio, with the 

couch as a stand, and she found much of her inspiration looking out the window to observe the 

patterns of light and color. She had inordinate success as an artist with a solo exhibition at the 

Whitney Museum of American Art in 1972. The Metropolitan Museum of Art also purchased one of 

her paintings, the National Gallery contains many pieces, and, in 2014, she became the first 

African American Woman female with a painting showcased in a Whitehouse collection. 

Scholarly Reception 
“It’s not a mosaic?!”: The majority of her pieces are acrylic on canvas and, while similar to a 

mosaic at first glance, her use of paint allows her to subtly manipulate the color of each stroke to 

better reflect her natural inspiration. Furthermore, she can more easily alter the size, shape, and 

overlap of brushstrokes than she could museum tiles, giving her the opportunity to more 

intentionally arrange the tiles and background space to emulate patterns of light that she saw. 

 

Scholars unpack how her style did not evolve completely chronologically, as she created the 

rightmost painting, “Yellow and Blue”, before her “March on Washington” (third from right). The 

two others represent her more well known genre, pairing short, overlapping brush strokes with 

liberal vibrant colors and concentric circles and lines, respectively. 
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Scholarly Citations 
“She placed small, rectangular shapes of color side by side, sometimes allowing them to overlap… in which 

Thomas studied natural colors found in leaves, flowers, gardens, and trees”  1

“In March on Washington, the schematic touches that conjure up the figures could be interpreted as 

anticipating her mature detached brush marks, but…  it proves to have been predated by works such as the 

fully abstract Yellow and Blue.”  2

“She was not a marginalized Abstract Expressionist manque, but a fearless and successful adventurer who 

followed an individual path.”  3

“Through color," said this resolute artist, "I have sought to concentrate on beauty and happiness, rather 

than on man's inhumanity to man.”  4

“Thomas's work came to be associated with this school, as well as with other abstract expressionists, but 

she herself resisted labels, including ‘black artist.’”  5

“Light Blue Nursery” 
The organized display of primary colors starkly contrast the random 

supplementary colors and this divide creates a distinct perception of blue, 

yellow, and red for the viewer. 

How it is an example of abstraction: The elimination of form allows for a 

greater emphasis on color and lines. For the former, the distinctions appear 

sharply and, for the latter, the use of overlapping tiles and brings out these 

colors against the whitespace background. The lack of form and consequent two-dimensional 

cause this painting to mimic the natural world under the parameters of abstract art. 
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