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This fall, Mickalene Thomas is tak-
ing over the world. The 50-year-old 
Brooklyn-based artist is launching 
the kind of global tour more in keep-
ing with rock stars, kicking off her 
four-city Lévy Gorvy gallery me-
ga-exhibition in New York with 
large-scale paintings based on Black 
women who appeared in the vintage 
pages of Jet magazine. Then she’s off 
to London, Paris, and Hong Kong to 
unveil three new series of works. The 
title of this globe-trotting extrava-
ganza? Beyond the Pleasure Princi-
ple, a mashup of Janet Jackson (see 
her 1986 hit pop song) and Sigmund 
Freud (see his 1920 foundational es-
say). As if that weren’t enough, the 
artist has her first, career-spanning 
monograph out from Phaidon this 
fall. Thomas spoke with one of her 
idols from her studio as the paint 
was still drying. 

WHOOPI GOLDBERG: I’m a big  
fan of your work. Where are you 
right now?

MICKALENE THOMAS: I’m in 
Brooklyn, close to the Navy Yard. 
Where Spike Lee and all those  
Black bohemians used to be. I’m 
just floored to be talking to you.  
I have to say, you’ve inspired my 
personal and professional life. I re-
member your comedy performance 
in 1984 where you were wearing  
a white shirt on your head and call-
ing it your “long, luxurious blond 
hair,” which changed everything 
for me—and not just for me, but I’m 
sure for a lot of Black and Brown 
kids who look like us. I used a little 
clip of that in one of my videos 
called “Do I Look Like a Lady?,” the 
arc of which is about Black female 
singers, comedians, and celebrities 
and how they project and personify 
beauty and their understanding of 
what that means in the world.

GOLDBERG: We as Black women al-
ways have to deal with the compari-
son, even with each other, of, “Am  
I ever going to look good enough to 
be XYZ?” 

THOMAS: Exactly. And I’ve learned 
to appreciate it. I don’t want to 
look like anyone else. I started hav-
ing my locks in braids at a very 
young age and people would say, 
“Oh, Whoopi!” At first, I didn’t 
know what that meant. But when  
I realized who Whoopi was, I was 
like, “I embrace that. She’s power-
ful. She’s smart. She’s beautiful. 
She’s funny. She’s intelligent. 
Yeah, I’m Whoopi.”

GOLDBERG: I love that, because the 
whole point of that show was to say, 
“Listen, there are so many road-
blocks that I can’t even keep up. So 
this is what you get.” Let me ask 
you, as an artist, how do you see 
beauty? Do you see it through the 
eyes of women? Is it through the 
eyes of Black women? Is it through 
a brush or the camera? How do you 
perceive it? 

THOMAS: I perceive beauty in a 
myriad of ways, and I think it has 
to do with experience. It started 
for me at home, growing up, look-
ing at my mother and my grand-
mother and how they saw them-
selves. They never allowed who 
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they were or how they were per-
ceived to be an obstacle. It was nev-
er age or color that prevented them 
from doing anything. So I see beau-
ty as a perseverance and resilience 
in a person. It’s definitely some-
thing that exudes from the inside 
out. It’s how you’re a magnet and 
how you attract things in your life. 

GOLDBERG: When I was little, peo-
ple would say, “Beauty is skin deep.” 
And I never could figure out what 
that meant, because as a kid, I had a 
mom like you. She was who she was, 
and if you didn’t get it or  didn’t like 
it, it wasn’t her problem. Her atti-
tude with me was, no one will get 
who and what you are. They’re just 
not going to, because you resonate in 
a different way. So they’re not going 
to say to you, “My god, you stop traf-
fic!” But, if they get to know you, 
they may say that. That felt like  
a kind of freedom when I got older.  
I was lucky to have a mother who 
said, “Divine is on the inside.” 

THOMAS: My mother was 6'1" and 
gorgeous. She modeled. I look more 
like her now, but growing up I didn’t. 
So people were saying, “That’s your 
daughter?” My mother had a very 
exquisite beauty, with these high 
cheekbones, but I didn’t have that 
growing up. I didn’t feel ugly, I just 
felt different. All I knew was that  
I did not look like my mother, but  
I wanted to.  She taught me resil-
ience, and to not  rely on the outside 
world to define who you are.

GOLDBERG: That’s the message a lot 
of us got from the women in our 
lives. The women who would say, 
“Nobody can tell you who you are 
and that this is how you have to be.” 
It’s a great thing, but it’s been a pain 
in the ass as well, because it doesn’t 
let me be very flexible when people 
try to tell me things. Now, you were 
born an artist. How old were you 
when it began to manifest? 

THOMAS: I grew up in Newark, New 
Jersey, and we would come to New 
York to visit the museums, but it 
wasn’t until my early twenties that 
I really gravitated towards a cre-
ative practice, and that was when  
I was living in Portland, Oregon. 
I’d moved out there right after high 
school with my partner at the time. 
The percentage of Black people in 
Portland is very small, but I found 
a community of artists and musi-
cians that I surrounded myself 
with and who really inspired me. It 
was the right moment. I was just 
coming into myself, and I started 
making art. I had also seen an in-
credible exhibit by Carrie Mae 
Weems at the Portland Art Muse-
um, and that  spearheaded this 
newfound trajectory for me.  It was 
the first time I saw contemporary 
art in a museum that reflected who 
I was. That was the moment that  
I knew I wanted to become an art-
ist. So I decided to go to art school, 
which was a strange concept in my 
family. No one really knew what 
that meant. They were  like, “You’re 
not going to make any money.” As 
Black folks, you want security.

GOLDBERG: I realized at a later 
age that all anybody wants you  
to do is not ask them for money.  

Do you consider yourself a perfor-
mance artist? 

THOMAS: There are definitely some 
performative elements in my work, 
and I have performed. The other per-
formative elements are the environ-
ments that I create for my sitters, 
and I like to think of those as  
collaborative. But whether it’s me  
using myself as the subject or  
working with other sitters or mod-
els, it’s performative. 

GOLDBERG: Are you a Black artist, 
or are you an artist?

THOMAS: That’s a great question. It’s 
funny because I’ve been doing the 
press release for my upcoming show 
and there’s a sentence where it says, 
“Black queer artist,” and then, a lit-
tle later, “queer Black artist.” Black 
artists so often have to define our-
selves based on how we look. We 
don’t have the same freedom or priv-
ilege as white people to walk around 
and say, “I’m an artist.” And I wel-
come that. There was a time when  

I shied away from it. To be quite hon-
est, Whoopi, there were times when 
I was like, “Don’t say I’m a Black 
artist. I’m an artist.” But I think 
there’s a power in stating or defining 
a position. And I got that primarily 
from Kerry James Marshall, who 
unapologetically speaks about being 
a Black artist. Once I learned that 
from him, I decided to take it on. 
That’s why I continue to make imag-
es with Black women at the center. 

GOLDBERG: When Oprah saw the 
painting you did of her, what was 
her reaction? 

THOMAS: I’ve never met Oprah. The 
images for that series were archival. 
But she did see them, because my 
first show was in Chicago, where her 
network and studio are. I got a note 
back that said, “She did a good job 
making me look good.” But I would 
love to photograph her. It’s on my 
bucket list.

GOLDBERG: You also did Condoleez-
za [Rice] in that same series. What 
made you want to portray her? 

THOMAS: It was more about the dual-

ity of the two. They were polar oppo-
sites at the particular time when 
Condoleezza Rice was in the news. 
She and Oprah represented a partic-
ular Black woman in power, but 
they were perceived very differently 
by the public. I called that series 
“When Ends Meet,” as if they were 
coming together as Black women. 
They both did amazing things. I can 
see the positivity  they represent for 
many women and for girls that look 
like us who probably want to go into 
those fields. It was about celebrating 
these two forces.

GOLDBERG: Your work always feels 
like a celebration. This is us. Here 
 we be.

THOMAS: People tend to shy away 
from sexuality and create respect-
ability politics around how we’re 
supposed to be and  talk and walk. 
We don’t have the freedom of just 
luxuriating or just being. That’s 
why, compositionally, I like to put 
Black women in the same positions 
as the subjects in Old Master paint-
ings, because it’s about  having that 
freedom to just be in the moment, to 
recline without doing work. Can’t 
we just recline? Can’t we have that 
moment of being looked at without 
having to have all of this baggage? 
Can’t we luxuriate?

GOLDBERG: We’re held to a different 
standard. We’re not allowed to just 
sit down. It is habitual for people to 
expect us to be in continuous mo-
tion. Speaking of which, do you 
work on multiple projects at the 
same time?

THOMAS: Yes. Right now I’m doing 
several different bodies of work. One 
is paintings about Jet magazine; an-
other is a series of portraits related 
to Picasso; another is called “Re-
sist,” that’s using archival images 
from the media, from 1960s Civil 
Rights to the present-day Black 
Lives Matter [movement]; and then 
I’m working on two videos; and 
we’re also doing some special proj-
ects and sculptures. 

GOLDBERG: You once did a portrait 
of Donna Summer. Is she an inspira-
tion for you? 

THOMAS: Oh, yeah. Her album Once 
Upon a Time is so cool. She’s a cre-
ative force that shifted the music in-
dustry even though she was un-
der-appreciated. 

GOLDBERG: Donna was a friend of 
mine, and she was everything you 
want Donna Summer to be—and 
more. She embodied the idea that 
nobody could stop you. If you had 
your groove, that was your groove. 
Let me ask you, there have been a lot 
of strides made in the art world with 
embracing new voices, and especial-
ly people of color. Do you think that’s 
something we’re always going to 
have to monitor? 

THOMAS: Always. The art world is 
very complicated. It’s a billion-dol-
lar market and many people don’t  
understand how it works. But with 
Black people entering it, not just 
showing their work, but also collect-
ing, it’s going to be quite a change. I 
do have some Brown and Black col-
lectors, but it’s a very small percent-
age. Most of my collectors are white 
or Asian. There need to be more 

Black people owning and running 
galleries. It’s not just about being 
artists. We’re already doing that. 
It’s about moving into other areas 
that are going to become fundamen-
tal to our growth and to really hold 
onto it because otherwise, this time 
is going to be fleeting. We might not 
be at this same moment ten years 
from now unless we have people 
writing about our work and putting 
on shows and collecting us. We need 
Black people collecting art like 
they’re collecting their Rolexes.

GOLDBERG: How do we get that? 
THOMAS: I don’t think many Back 

people understand the value of art. 
It increases, unlike boats and cars 
that depreciate once you buy them. 
And it’s a great investment in our 
cultural history. We have to get to a 
point where people support contem-
porary artists, collecting and buy-
ing the work and not putting their 
nose up at particular price points. 

GOLDBERG: Everybody wants you to 
get your due but nobody wants to 
give it to you.

THOMAS: Exactly. I have a sign on 
the door of my studio that says,  
“Do not ask for discounts when  
purchasing art.”

GOLDBERG: Do people do that?
THOMAS: Yes! 
GOLDBERG: Does fame help or hurt 

an artist? 
THOMAS: It depends on the artist.  

I don’t necessarily see myself as  
a famous person, but I guess I have  
a name that people recognize. So  
I think it’s how you get up in the 
morning. If you’re going to walk out 
into the world and be the type of 
person that has a big ego, no. But 
fame can be fleeting. I don’t walk 
around as if I’m famous. I still live 
in the same neighborhood I lived in 
when I started undergrad. If I con-
sider myself famous then I’m de-
taching myself from other people in 
the world who I can no longer have 
access to, and I love being around 
everyday people who inspire me. 
But I’m also conscientious and 
know that what I do can create 
change and opportunities for oth-
ers. And because of my success, I’m 
able to do things that other people 
aren’t able to do and I use that in 
ways that are uplifting and inspir-
ing to those who aren’t at that posi-
tion. My partner and I have created 
various advocacies and platforms 
for artists of color and queer artists, 
supporting them financially, help-
ing them with their exhibitions, cu-
rating, and advising them on con-
tracts. So I try to pay it forward.

GOLDBERG: Well, I think you’re 
more than famous. You’re success-
ful. However you’re defining it, it’s 
coming with a big smile. 

THOMAS: Maya Angelou talked about 
the idea that how you make people 
feel is the mark you’ll leave behind. 
And that’s what I keep. It’s not about 
what you say, it’s about how you 
make people feel. �

Hair: LAILA HAYANI using ANDIS at 
FORWARD ARTISTS. Makeup: DICK PAGE 
at STATEMENT ARTISTS. Set Design: 
JENNY CORREA at ART DEPARTMENT. 
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