At the center of Micaklene Thomas's exhibition, Origin of the
Universe, is a cropped nude portrait of a black female torso.
The painting updates Lorigine du monde, folding Courbet’s
famously ambiguous gesture back on itself to re-inseribe

it within a narrative of black identity politics and feminist
sexuality. The original ambiguity doesn’t disappear, however—
it proliferates a series of new questions about which universe

is being created and what or whom is doing the creating. The
questions are again re-phrased and compounded on the cover
of the monograph accompanying the show, which instead of the
nude torso displays a photograph of a one of Thomas’s signature
cozy interiors. A brightly patterned couch with a riot of throw-
pillows nestles in the corner of a presumptive living room,
waiting placidly beneath Thomas’s ubiquitous wall-paneling
and a photograph of a naked woman seated in a refracted,
nearly identical environment, her afro the same size as the vinyl
records haloed on the wall behind her.

These two different implicit versions of the Origin mutuall
inform each other and map out the valences Thomas’s wor

has taken recently—zooming in to deep personal interiors and
telescoping out to collaged landscapes and figureless spaces.
While ‘figureless’ isn’t usually a very descriptive term, in
Thomas’s work it makes sense; the momentum of the body of
work she has produced over the last decade of her meteoric rise
implies a figure even when none is present. She has become
famous for her bold rhinestone-encrusted portraits of black
women seated in plush cacophonous interiors, the women'’s
postures at once seductive and challenging, lustrous and
evaluative. This work culminated in Thomas’s gigantic painting
commissioned by MOMA in 2010. Le Déjeuner sur herbe:

Les Trois Femmes Noir—a fractured, explosive kaleidoscoFe

of texture and pattern presided over i)y three women who look
back at the viewer as though waiting for answer as to why you
have interrupted their moment (but maybe if you're cool you
can have some quiche). Now, even when Thomas paints a room
without anyone there, you still feel the presence of her women
boldly gazing out.

Thomas's landscapes remove further from figured space without
leaving altogether the realm of interior. Strips of camouflage
ﬁglht for space with ‘trees’ of wood paneling punctuated with
colored shapes that recall Stuart Davis’s work. But under
Thomas’s hand, even the naked torso of Origin itself becomes

a refracted landscape, viewed and viewing without eyes, a
cipher yet still a real physical presence. Origin of the Universe—
Thomas’s recent large-scale solo museum exhibition, at the
Brooklyn Museum of Art, represents a huge transition in

her work both in style and subject matter, while retaining

her signature themes. We spoke about the new show, her
technique and what has lead her to this point in a recent phone
conversation...
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Sean Kennerly: The first thing that jumped out
at me about your show Origin of the Universe
is the space in the paintings. How did you
approuch space differently for this show?

SK: It seems like you approach your
landscapes more from i collage perspective,
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SK: You have a painting from 2007 called

Baby I'm Ready Now...
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SK: When you're doing a collage, vou're
working in the studio, but you're envisioning
something outside of it, but your interior work
is always manufactured in the studio,
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Interior: Striped Foyer, 2011
Color photograph and paper
cotlage, 13x8B /2 in

(opposite)
Interior: Two Chalrs and & " panciing up, wallpayg the cots Lrat | 1 iy
Firoplace, 2012

Ah 0s, acrylic and
| wock] pane!

SK: Your work also seems to have shifted in
its temporal focus—your new show has fewer
references Lo *708 or ‘60s style.
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Portrait of Marie Sitting in Black
and White, 2012

Photogravure 21x36 34 in
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SK: You're specifically talking about the

interiors in the show, the Striped Foyer

painting and Blue Couch with Green Owli? SK: In general, your work seems very joyful
| and positive.

SK: I wonder if you really think of it that way,
as opposed to this dark heavy thing where
you're working out demons...

SK: You also went in the other direction,

with close-ups of the figure in your updat

ng
of Courbet's L'origine du monde. Was thata
counter-bulance?

SK: Courbet’s L'origine has a long histor,

controversy and censorship—Tw
the
on Facehook.

s reading
sther day about how it is currently banned

£ You've encountered problems with
that already?




