
BOB THOMPSON
Reimagining the Western Canon



On the surface, African American painter Bob Thompson’s appropriation of the 
famous imagery of European artists can be mistaken as simple mimicry or 
homage. However, closer investigation reveals that Thompson employs 
appropriation as a tool to subtly toil with, confront, and critique the 
Western canon and its complicated relationship with blackness. 

What does it mean for African American artists to 
appropriate from the work of European Masters? 



Appropriation as Power
Thompson doesn’t merely borrow from the 
work of European “masters,” but rather he 
reimagines their artworks entirely through the 
lens of his own innovative style, transforming 
their most iconic imagery into art that is 
uniquely his own. 



In his work Untitled, 
Thompson alludes 
directly to Spanish artist 
Francisco Goya’s series 
Los Caprichos. 

More specifically, he 
borrows major visual and 
compositional elements
from the work Until Death, 
a piece that offers a cynical 
reimagining of the iconic 
image of Venus admiring 
herself in a mirror. 

Thompson 
transforms both 
Goya’s aged Venus 
and the woman to 
her side into 
faceless, yellow 
silhouettes whose 
nude, flattened 
forms merge into 
one another.

Thompson 
further 
revises the 
two sneering 
men of 
Goya’s work 
into a pair of 
looming, red 
birdmen.



Similarly, the furniture 
the two women rest 
on mutate into stoic, 
haunting ghouls with 
grimacing 
expressions and 
textured forms.

As we can see, Thompson 
doesn’t merely copy, but 
rather he reimagines the 

forms of Goya’s work in an 
innovative blend of classical 

and modern, creating a 
piece that, although 

recognizably inspired by 
Goya’s original work, 

stands on its own.



Overall, these stylistic changes transform Goya’s original 
work into a piece that encapsulates the colorful, mystical and 
modernist elements of Thompson’s own work. In fact, it is 
such a severe departure that, without any knowledge of 
European art history, it may seem like a work Thompson 
procured with complete originality!

As art historian Stanley Crouch posits, Thompson’s appropriation of 
Western art is not mindless. It is founded in inspiration, and Goya’s work 
served as the standard by which he improvised his identity as an artist. By 
revising and reimagining these classical elements, Thompson puts 
himself in conversation with the European masters, engaging with 
their imagery and, in a way, asserting it as his own.



Copying as Tradition

However, black scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr. asserts 
that the practice of copying with the purpose of 
learning holds a deeper significance in African 
American culture. 

Thompson’s repetitive engagement with Western art 
throughout his artistic career is often read as copying 
simply for the sake of learning, discovery and expression 
— a way Thompson developed and honed his skills as a 
young artist.



The tradition of prescribing meaning through revision,
repetition, and conscious misappropriation, a practice
Gates refers to as “signifyin,” has served as a tool for
African Americans to access the power and autonomy
they were historically denied, such as the right to
express oneself through writing or artwork.



In this context, Thompson’s 
appropriation becomes more than 
just a tool for his own artistic 
learning— it not only illustrates 
Thompson’s personal reclamation of 
the visual language once exclusive to 
the European masters, but also 
represents the transformation of 
Western art into something that 
black artists can universally access, 
claim, and “signify” into something 
uniquely their own. 



Color as Subversion

Although this decision has often been criticized
as a decision indicative of Thompson’s avoidance 
of racial politics, art historian Thelma Golden 
asserts that this assumption ignores how 
Thompson’s robust chromatics engages with 
the historic racialization of color. 

Thompson further transforms the white bodies of 
Western art by painting them with vibrant, 
Fauvist colors that erase their whiteness and 
obscure the features that might identify them as 
racialized.



It is important to consider how the notion of color has been 
weaponized throughout American history to segregate and 
victimize African Americans. 

Living amid the American Civil Rights movement, when civil 
rights leaders acknowledged this past and pushed to have the 
term “black” replace the term “colored,” Thompson’s decision 

to use color to obscure rather than emphasize race reflects a 
rejection of colorism.



Within this historical context, we see that, by representing bodies of all colors imaginable, 
Thompson cleverly undermines the system of racial coding that relies on color to emphasize 

the otherness of African Americans, an important subversion that should not go overlooked.



Upon revisiting Thompson’s artwork his 
appropriation of the Western canon allows 
him not only to subvert the narrative of 
the Western canon, but also to reclaim 
power from systems once used to 
oppress African Americans.

Indeed, Thompson’s ability to not only wield 
but also transform the tools historically used 
to exclude people of color in the U.S. is quite 

notable. However, he is not the only black 
artist to utilize appropriation of historic 

imagery or symbolism in order to confront 
racial, social and political issues. 

Conclusions



From top, left to right: Kara Walker’s reinvention of the sphynx in 
A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby, Romare Bearden’s 
reimagining of the Odyessy with black characters in Odysseus: 
Poseidon, Sea God Enemy of Odysseus, David Driskell’s literal 
appropriation of newsprint and printed American flags into his 
collage Thee I Weep, Faith Ringold’s self-insertion into the artistic 
subjects of renowned Pablo Picasso in Picasso’s Studio, Beteye
Starr’s subversion of the black “mamie” trope in her assemblage 
The Liberation of Aunt Jemima, and the projection of George 
Floyd onto a statue of Robert E. Lee by unknown, 2020.



Clearly, the appropriation of 
historic art by Thompson and 
other African American artists 
creates a platform that allows 
them to explore and 
challenge the historical 
exclusion of blackness from 
art, reversing existing power 
structures and bringing to 
light a fruitful dialogue 
concerning the place of 
black bodies in the canon of 
art history. 



Interesting, however, is the way in which appropriation, when wielded by 
black artists, has been historically disregarded, unacknowledged and 
undervalued as a form of black expression. As such, it is crucial in the 
coming future that Thompson and other black artists be revisited, 
and their work reevaluated, much like what Colby has done in this 
exhibition, This House is Mine.

The critical dialogue their art may provoke regarding the fraught 
relationship between African American art and the Western canon 

can reveal narratives lost or excluded from the traditional scope of art 
history. With these narratives restored, we can ultimately arrive at 
a much more enriched understanding of African American art and 

its development throughout history as a whole.
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