
Denyse Thomasos: Ideas That Inform My Work and Practice 
 

 

Early Life  

I was born in Trinidad. My family immigrated to Toronto in the early 1970s. There was little integration 

of other cultures in Toronto’s public education system at that time, so my knowledge of black culture 

and history was limited. My early artwork was both an attempt to capture the emotion of isolation 

and a means to learn about myself with respect to black culture, history and politics. Painting served 

as a foundation to locate or anchor myself in society. The lines in my paintings acted like building 

materials. I started using slavery as an analogy for psychological confinement. By using the cage 

form, I also alluded to the personal story of my father, who died shortly before I attended graduate 

school. His was a quintessential immigrant father’s life of sacrifice. My father was a brilliant physicist 

and mathematician whom I saw suffer under racism in Canada. The cage form captured the 

experience of immigrating to Canada and the complex racial and cultural issues that consequently 

arose. I thought of my father to be a compelling character, a typical immigrant story of hard work 

and, ultimately, the sacrifice of one’s own life for his family’s well-being and potential. 

 

The Influence of Slavery 

The concept of slavery provided a pathway to my process. In my early paintings, I used very small 

brushes and built from the center of the canvases, hatching out forms. Cross-hatches symbolized 

labor in the fields, the recording of time or scratching at a wall. The lines became building segments 

for makeshift structures, like those found in the shantytowns of Trinidad. Every day the lines assumed 

new forms and sensibilities, in much the same way as daily journal entries change in tone as time 

passes. During my research on slavery, I encountered a doctor’s journal that recorded in great detail 

the head sizes of adults and infants, the dimensions of their necks and their bodies, the quality of 

their teeth. There were measurements of the rooms in slave castles [erected at trading ports on the 

West African coast to contain slaves awaiting transit to the Americas] and the tallies of Africans as if 

livestock. I was struck by the premeditated, efficient, dispassionate records of human beings as 

cargo and also by the deplorable conditions of the slave ships—so many Africans stacked and piled 

into the tiny, airless holds. In my artworks, I used lines in deep space to recreate these claustrophobic 

conditions, leaving no room to breathe. To capture the feeling of confinement, I created three 

large-scale black-and-white paintings of the structures that were used to contain slaves—and left 

such catastrophic effects on the black psyche: the slave ship, the prison, and the burial site. These 

became archetypal for me. I began to reconstruct and recycle their forms in all of my works. 

 

How Urban Life and Prisons Inform My Art  

During my five years living in Philadelphia, the immediate experience of urban collapse had a huge 

psychological impact on my works. When I arrived in 1990, the crack-cocaine epidemic was at its 

height. Bombed-out drug dens and abandoned houses stood side by side with poor but functioning 

family homes that were brightly painted with festive colour combinations on their doors, window 

frames, and stairways. I developed my palette from the contradiction of brights and grays 

intermingled, symbolizing life among the dead. The MOVE Crisis of 1985, the shocking police 

bombing of a row house in West Philadelphia, killing eleven African-Americans including five children 

and igniting a massive fire that consumed sixty houses, triggered my interest in prisons. I began to 

collect statistics on the steep population increase of incarcerated people of color. It occurred to me 

that prisons represent modern-day slavery, another mechanism of confinement and control. During 

research at the defunct, historic Philadelphia’s Eastern State Penitentiary, I learned that the Quakers 

intended solitary confinement as compassionate, enlightened captivity. I later visited a privatized 

super-jail in Maryland. Much the same as the Quakers’ early prisons attempted to philosophically 

solve a complex problem but caused inhumane conditions instead, these modern industrial mega-

prisons are intended to ingeniously solve today’s societal problems but have a devastating 

psychological impact on the prisoners, their families and the communities they come from. I noted 

the sleek architectural innovations and the vibrant, high-tech, constructivist colour scheme. I added 



these prison-cell forms and the ultramodern palette to my art. The prisons indicate the complex 

weave of interdependence between the poor underclass and larger social and economic issues, 

which I translate in my interweaving lines. 

 

Architectural Influences and My Use of Abstraction  

Remembering the shantytowns of Trinidad, I became interested in how homes can be constructed 

out of locally found, natural materials. This led to my travel and research in Africa, China and 

Southeast Asia to explore indigenous structures like the conical-dome mud homes of the Dogon 

(Mali), the branch-and-thatch homes of the Mopti (Mali), the hand-built mud-and-dung dwellings in 

Rajisthan (India) and the mud-and-thatch homes of the Lijang and Dali (China). My Trinidadian 

heritage is made up of African, Chinese and East Indian cultures and roots. Therefore these 

indigenous structures I visited imbued a direct, personal communication and expressive freedom to 

my paintings, the result in an organic woven line and naturalistic palette. In my most recent works, I 

entwined the organic structures and the mudlike palette from my vernacular research with the hard-

edged prison structures and synthetic palette of the super-jails to create expansively spirited works. 

At their core, my art is about survival: how a psychologically broken spirit can thrive in spite of its own 

complexities.  

 

As an abstract painter, I focused on developing a body of architectonic works that can be read 

narratively. I began with a single unit of space wherein I recorded various line patterns that could be 

read descriptively, much like a journalistic entry of mood or emotional state. My large-scale paintings 

were made up of a variety of units, all varying in line quality. I saw the potential for communicating a 

narrative much as one would see in a figurative or representational painting. In the 1980s, I was 

attracted to large-scale political works, by artists such as Anselm Kiefer, Leon Golub, Eric Fischl and 

Luis Cruz Azaceta, and to their capacity to translate and record the social temperature of the times. 

Using large-scale painting, I developed a visual language of line to express the black experience 

from slavery to present day. I use abstraction to convey the intractable complexity of slavery and 

the psychological ramifications that racism, displacement, isolation and confinement continue to 

exert on people of color.  

—Denyse Thomasos, May 2012 
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