
Questions for Looking

● Look carefully at the artwork. What do you see? List four observations.
● What mood or emotions do you get from this painting? What visual elements make you feel that way?
● How do you think the artist made this? What leads you to think she used that approach?
● This work of art is a painting. Hold your imaginary paintbrush and follow the lines. 

○ What more do you learn about how this was made?
● Does this painting remind you of something you have seen before?
● Read the artwork’s title and date and the additional information provided in this resource.  

○ Look again. Do you see anything new? Are there things that you still wonder about?

Although she had never flown, Thomas began to paint as if she were in an airplane, capturing shifting patterns of light 
and color: “You look down on things,” she explained. “You streak through the clouds so fast.... You see only streaks of 
color.”

Imagine you are in the sky looking down on a place that is important to you. What is that place? What might that place 
look like from the sky? Using pieces of cut and torn colored paper and glue, create your imagined view of this place. 
What colors will you choose?  Share and compare your work with a classmate or friend.

Learn about Alma Thomas, an artist 
who explored color, light, and the 
natural  world through painting. 
View this work online or in a 
museum poster. 
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https://www.artic.edu/artworks/129884/starry-night-and-the-astronauts


About the Artist
Alma Thomas became fascinated with space exploration in the late 1960s 
when she was in her 70s and started her series of abstract paintings in 
response to America’s Apollo missions to the moon (1969–72). Although 
she had never flown, Thomas began to paint as if she were in an airplane, 
capturing shifting patterns of light and color. 

Inspired by the colorful views of her garden, Thomas often painted in her 
kitchen. As she worked, she also listened to live broadcasts of Apollo 
rocket launches. Thomas painted Starry Night and the Astronauts with a 
mosaic-like effect. She placed strokes of bright color against a white 
background, creating the look of flickering light. Warm tones of red, 
orange, and yellow suggest a rocket. This contrasts with cool, blue 
brushstrokes that recall the night sky.

Born in Georgia, Thomas was 16 when her family relocated to Washington, 
DC, following the violent  Atlanta race riots of 1906. In Washington, the 
Thomas family found increased opportunities for Black cultural life and 
better-resourced schools. Thomas dreamed of becoming an architect and 
of building bridges when she was in high school. Upon earning her 
undergraduate degree, she completed a master’s degree in art education 
at Columbia University’s Teachers College. She then studied art at Howard 
University, a historically Black college. For 35 years Thomas was a 
dedicated art teacher within Washington DC Public Schools, which were 
racially segregated at that time. 

She began painting full-time when she retired from teaching in 1960 at age 
69. Then her painting career took off. Thomas was the first Black woman to 
have an exhibition of her work at the Whitney Museum of American Art 
(1971) and to have her work shown in the White House. Michelle and 
Barack Obama chose her work for display in the dining room.
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Explore More

Learn more about the work of Alma Thomas and thousands of other artists by searching the museum’s collection page, 
artic.edu/collection, by name, title, or keyword. What connections and differences do you find when you explore artists 
and artistic traditions related to Thomas’s work? Thomas is considered part of the Washington Color School of artists, 
which also included Kenneth Noland and  Sam Gilliam. This group formed in response to the New York–based Abstract 
Expressionists, which included Jackson Pollock and Joan Mitchell. Thomas supported the creation of the Barnett-Aden Art 
Gallery, one of the first private galleries to support the work of Black artists such as Romare Bearden and Elizabeth Catlett.

Research and learn more about the Apollo space program. Look for and listen to an audio recording of the travels of Apollo 
11, July 16–24, 1969. How do you think it would have felt to listen to or watch these broadcasts at that time?

Alma Thomas in her studio

“I was born at the end of the 19th 
century, horse and buggy days, and 
experienced the phenomenal 
changes of the 20th-century machine 
and  space age.”   
—Alma Thomas

https://www.artic.edu/artists/44708/alma-thomas
http://www.artic.edu/collection
https://www.artic.edu/artists/36037/kenneth-noland
https://www.artic.edu/artists/34656/sam-gilliam
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/83642/greyed-rainbow
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/86385/city-landscape
https://www.artic.edu/artists/33562/romare-howard-bearden
https://www.artic.edu/artists/42649/elizabeth-catlett

