
WASHINGTON, DC â€” Alma Thomas was born in Georgia in 1891. When she was 15, her relatively prosperous Black family moved to Washington, D.C., where she lived and worked for most of the rest of her life. The
first fine arts graduate of Howard University (1924), in 1934 she received her masters degree in art education from Columbia University. Thomas taught high school art until 1960, was heavily involved in her local art
scene, attended concerts at the Phillips Collection, and showed in local galleries. She loved to garden and was an active Episcopalian. And in the 1970s she participated in debates about the goals of Black artists before
her death in 1978. Well read and sociable, she liked popular rock music, which provided titles for some of her works. And judging by the extensive quotations in the catalogue for Alma W. Thomas: Everything Is Beautiful,
currently at the Phillips Collection, she was a lucid writer. Thomas believed in a color-blind universality. â€œSome of us may be black, but thatâ€™s not the important thing,â€• she once said, The important thing is for us
to create, to give form to what we have inside of us. Late in life, thanks in part to her 1972 Whitney Museum exhibition, Thomasâ€™s work was acquired by a number of major American museums. And her painting
â€œMars Reflectionâ€• (1972) is owned by the CIA.Thomas was a gifted figurative artist. The stunning painting â€œGrandfatherâ€™s Houseâ€• (1952) shows her mastery of color. â€œStill Life with Mandolinâ€• (1955)
is a splendid and perfectly poised composition. And â€œThey Laid Him in the Tombâ€• (1968), which focuses on the dark figure of Christ, is a convincing sacred work. Though not usually a political painter, she did an
important sketch, â€œMarch on Washingtonâ€• (1963), portraying the crowd at the Civil Rights march, which she attended. Alma Thomas (American, 1891-1978), Sketch for March on Washington (c. 1963), acrylic on
canvas board. The Columbus Museum, Gift of Miss John Maurice Thomas in memory of her parents, John H. and Amelia W. Cantey Thomas, and her sister, Alma Woodsey ThomasThen, after retiring from teaching,
Thomas replaced her oils with acrylic, and made superb abstractions, the physically large works that established her present reputation. The exceptional â€œFiery Sunsetâ€• (1973) is a powerful all-over composition. In
â€œRed Roses Sonataâ€• (1972), ripples of short, vertical red marks stand against a luminescent background. And her great â€œWatusi (Hard Edge)â€• (1963) is a masterful appropriation of one of Henri Matisseâ€™s
color cut outs. â€œIf an old, crippled-up man can do that,â€• she told a friend, then â€œI can do it,â€• too. At the very end of her life, when her physical mobility was restricted, she did the enormous â€œRed Azaleas
Singing and Dancing Rock and Roll Musicâ€• (1976), a triptych that is a masterpiece.Many of the details provided in the intelligent exhibition catalogue, which has guided my account, are valuable. I learned about the
protests by Black artists at New York museums in the 1970s and about the pressure that many of these artists felt to do figurative works, which didnâ€™t have an influence on Thomas. The catalogue includes an
engaging discussion of her interest in theater and costume design. But not enough is said about the details of her schooling. What, I wonder, did she learn in her art education? And what were her own classes like? There
are informative notes on her working process, but less on how to theorize her art. And the catalogueâ€™s many commentators donâ€™t focus on the most interesting artistic question: Why, after making very successful
figurative works, did Thomas turn, in her retirement, to abstraction? If her late works are often associated with those of Morris Louis and the other D.C. color field painters, presumably that is because in Washington those
abstract artists were influential. Actually, however, Thomasâ€™s abstractions are more closely akin to those by Sam Francis and Joan Mitchell. But itâ€™s not clear from the catalogue whether she was familiar with their
paintings.&nbsp;Installation image of&nbsp;Alma W. Thomas: Everything Is Beautiful&nbsp;at the Phillips Collection, featuring the following works by Alma W. Thomas: (left to right)&nbsp;Watusi (Hard Edge)
(1963),&nbsp;Wind Tossing Late Autumn Leaves&nbsp;(1976),&nbsp;Wind Sparkling Dew and Green Grass&nbsp;(1973), Wind Sparkling Dew and Green
Grass&nbsp;(1973),&nbsp;Orangery&nbsp;(1973),&nbsp;Babbling Brook and Whistling Poplar Trees Symphony&nbsp;(1976),&nbsp;Saint Cecilia at the Organ (Etude in Brown)&nbsp;(1962) (photo by Lee
Stalsworth)Alma Thomas (American, 1891-1978), Pansies in Washington (1969), acrylic on canvas, 50 x 48 inches. National Gallery of Art, Washington, Corcoran Collection (Gift of Vincent Melzac)If the goal of an art
museum is to make the best possible case for championing a marginalized artist, then both the catalogue and the visual presentation at the Phillips Collection are sadly limited. A well-edited display of Thomasâ€™s
paintings could present her as one of the finest artists of her generation. Here, however, the display of many minor works does no service to her reputation. We see lots of sketches and some paintings that obviously
arenâ€™t entirely successful. Because the installation is not in chronological order, it isnâ€™t easy to picture her development. And with 19 authors the catalogue is unhappily unfocused. A reprint of some of
Thomasâ€™s writings might have been more illuminating. My very tentative sense is that Thomasâ€™s abstract multicolored pointillist works like â€œSpring Flowers Near Jefferson Memorialâ€• (1970) arenâ€™t as
memorable as her all-over fields of mostly single colors. Here, I think her love of flower gardens played her false, for these visual compositions donâ€™t hold together well. And I had similar problems with some of the
other late abstractions, which can seem formless because they contain too many colors â€” â€œSummer Reflectionsâ€• (1970) is one example. Her most compelling abstractions are the all-over compositions dominated
by markings in one color. &nbsp;How should a museum present a too-little-known Black artist who deserves greater recognition? We certainly need information about her life and the art context in which she worked. Still,
the inclusion of works by other Black Washington artists, including Thomasâ€™s friend Sam Gilliam, or by some of her white peers, such as Kenneth Noland, was distracting. And it was unnecessary, for Thomasâ€™s
paintings, which are different from theirs, are strong enough to stand on their own. Major museums have an unhappy tendency to sometimes flesh out presentations of Black artists, as if our institutions lacked proper
self-confidence in their own connoisseurship. The Met Breuer&#8217;s Kerry James Marshall show five years ago similarly propped up the display of his paintings, which hardly needed such support, with comparative
materials and works that he admired by other artists. Thomas was a major artist who in her lifetime was unjustly denied the acclaim she merited. She deserves a well-organized display of her best work. But this show is a
brave beginning. &nbsp;Alma W. Thomas: Everything Is Beautiful continues at the Phillips Collection (1600 21st Street, NW, Washington, D.C.) through January 23. It travels to the Frist Art Museum in Nashville,
Tennessee (February 25-June 5, 2022) and the Columbus Museum in Columbus, Georgia (July 1, September 25, 2022). The exhibition was curated by Seth Feman and Jonathan Frederick Walz.  Chie Fueki belongs to a
very small group of artists whose work is informed by three radically different cultures: Japan, Brazil, and the United States. This is because she was born in Yokohama, Japan, was raised in SÃ£o Paulo, Brazil, and
immigrated to the US, where she earned her BFA at the Ringling College of Art &amp; Design in Sarasota, Florida, and her MFA at Yale University. Without knowing much else about her, it seems to me that she has lived
in four distinct locales and is able to speak three languages. The reason I mention Fuekiâ€™s background is because, since her solo first exhibition in 2002, she has been quietly creating a singular body of mind-bending
work that has never fit into the New York art world, which is governed by a whole host of unspoken conventions, such as the legacy of minimalism and the distrust of craft and ornament.One of 15 inaugural recipients of a
Joan Mitchell Fellowship (2021), this is the statement Fueki made on her website:My painting practice is centered around the depiction of figures, symbols, and abstract spaces using multi-layered ornamental surfaces
and fields of color. I blend visual languages and culturally coded images drawn from my experience growing up in a traditionally-oriented Japanese community in Sao Paolo, Brazil.&nbsp;Chie Fueki, Kyle (High Fidelity)
(2020), acrylic, ink, and colored pencil on mulberry paper on wood, 60 x 36 inchesFor her debut solo exhibition, Chie Fueki: You and I, at DC Moore Gallery (January 7-February 12, 2022), the artist is showing five large
portraits done in acrylic and mixed media on mulberry paper mounted on wood. Collage, paint, and appliquÃ© are just some of the materials and processes Fueki employs. The result is multilayered work that â€” despite
everything she puts into it â€” still feels airy and open.&nbsp;In the press release she describes her work further:I consider myself a mixed-language painter with interest in eastern and western perspectival systems,
architectural graphics, pop animation, pre-Renaissance European painting and exuberant color.&nbsp;It is clear that Fuekiâ€™s art pushes against the constraints of Western painting, beginning with her process of
working on paper, which she mounts on wood, as well as her use of different culturally coded images and perspectival systems. In this regard, she shares something with two other Asian American artists who work on
paper in innovative ways, Jiha Moon and Tammy Nguyen. Fuekiâ€™s use of paper, paint, and collage culminates in both a compressed surface and a complex spatiality, in which the ornamental and non-realistic color
play significant roles. With the works&#8217; radiating lines, patterns, and evocations of force fields, often done in what she calls â€œexuberant color,â€• the effects are dazzling.Chie Fueki, Josh (Energy Version (Solar
Eclipse (Up Up Up))) (2021), acrylic and mixed media on mulberry paper on wood, 84 x 60 inchesOne of the first things I noticed about these portraits is that the only face that is visible is one reflected in a mirror in
â€œfinally Bridgetâ€• (2021), which depicts a friend of the artist after they have transitioned. The fact that we see only the subjectâ€™s reflection conveys something about Fuekiâ€™s approach: it is always indirect or
from an unexpected angle, as in â€œKyle (High Fidelity)â€• (2021), whose subject we see from behind, seated and wearing headphones. Fueki works in what I would call a state of imaginative recollection, with a
heightened sense of reality. She is equally attentive to the environment in which her subject or subjects are located, as she does not seem to believe that a portrait is limited to oneâ€™s appearance, which is the hallmark
of Western portrait painting.&nbsp;The subject of â€œCatherineâ€• (2021) is the painter Catherine Murphy, who was Fuekiâ€™s teacher at Yale, and has since become a friend. As someone who has written about
Murphy many times over the years, including her most recent show, and who wrote the first monograph on her work, this painting doubly delighted me. Fueki is able to create a number of symbols and images inspired by
Murphyâ€™s work without making viewers feel like they need to know the source.&nbsp;Chie Fueki, Catherine (2021), acrylic and mixed media on mulberry paper on wood, 72 x 36 inchesWe see a cropped view of
Murphy in profile; her head is a blue semicircle extending in from the right edge, while her arm is made of four different sized, gray geometric shapes, one of which seems to have been bitten into, leaving a large, jagged
opening on the bottom edge of her forearm. While these shapes can be seen as a nod to Murphyâ€™s interest in geometry, they also function as solid forms that are part of the compositionâ€™s mixture of patterns, lines,
and marks. Fuekiâ€™s use of lines and dots imbues the paintings with varying states of heightened opticality.The artist is holding a brush and painting the left edge of the canvas, as if it were a flat surface. Above the
hand we see the name CATHY backwards, a nod to Murphyâ€™s painting â€œCathyâ€• (2001), in which she â€œwroteâ€• her name backwards on a steamed-up window in winter.&nbsp;At the same time, the
backwards name calls the logic of the picture plane into question, as the name seems to be floating, suggesting that the layered space of this work is not purely material. This feeling of an ambiguous spatiality is
underscored by the r
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