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From Martinique descent, born and raised in France, Elizabeth Colomba is a representational artist living 
in New York City. After receiving her degree in applied arts in Paris, she continued her studies while 
intensively developing her own style. Upon graduating from college, and trying out her skills in 
storyboard advertising, she moved to Los Angeles to pursue painting while working on feature films.  

Her aesthetic draws inspiration from Old masters and refers to mythological, allegorical narratives, 
providing fictionalized documentary records. Depicting stories featuring black characters, are rising a 
complex issue about what it means for people to define themselves through images and the impact it has 
on one’s psyche. It implies a pre- contemporary creation, an egalitarian existence, an honoring presence in 
a story where the black body was painfully absent from. 

Nicknamed the black Vermeer, she generates a space for her subjects to inhabit the re-writing of their 
history, in that sense, she analyses the construction of identity and tangled interrelationship between past, 
present in our collective identity today.  

Kalia Brooks is a New York based independent curator and writer. Brooks is currently an Adjunct 
Professor in the Department of Photography and Imaging at New York University’s Tisch School of the 
Arts. Brooks is also a PhD Candidate in Aesthetics and Art Theory at the Institute for Doctoral Studies in 
the Visual Arts. She received her M.A. in Curatorial Practice from the California College of the Arts in 
2006, and was a Helena Rubinstein Fellow in Critical Studies at the Whitney Independent Study Program 
2007/2008. Her recent curatorial projects include Art in Odd Places, Windows on the City at Gracie 
Mansion Conservancy, Jamaica Flux: Workspaces & Windows 2016 at Jamaica Center for Arts and 
Learning, and the Philly Block Project at Philadelphia Photo Arts Center.  

Kalia Brooks: How is the theme of "roots" relevant to your work as an artist? 

Elizabeth Colomba: Roots... The majority of Blacks, who are not in Africa, share a background story of 
being uprooted and being forced to grow those roots elsewhere. The paintings that I create are an 
amalgamation of the old and new roots as well as a personal reflection of my place in the world. I do 
come from two very rich cultures (French and Caribbean) allowing me to extract elements from each, and 
create pieces inspired and reflective of these two influences. What I take from my French background is 
the use of painterly methods and techniques, the language, the fashion, the depiction of historical and 
literary figures while depicting the central character as Black.   

My parents are from Martinique. They moved to France, where I was born, so my paintings reflect a 
confluence of histories: Black diasporic, French European and Caribbean. I use these histories to create a 
new language for my work. There is this certainly a double-consciouness that allows me to belong in all 
these worlds. I embrace different cultural identities, both strong and present in my life and seemingly 
inextricable. I believe these worlds are walking side by side in my paintings, sometimes brushing against 
each other and sometimes, for a brief moment, embracing.  

In a way, I feel my paintings are creating roots for me, and others like me, in history of Western visual 
culture. Sometimes I use myself, a family member or a friend as models to make the idea of belonging 
even more potent.  It’s not so much about inserting Black into an existing piece of Western art as it is 
about generating a space to tell a different tale. My paintings are an imaginative attempt to reconcile 
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through images a painful past, steeped in slavery and colonialism, and show an alternative vision of how 
we coexist today. 

KB: What is your particular contribution to the visual language of painting, and why is it important?  

EC: I like to either show the anticipation or aftermath of a scene in Western mythology. Even though it 
makes it difficult to identify the subject matter, it’s a way for me to appropriate the story, and encourage 
the viewer to linger and question what she sees. For example, the painting of Mary In the Hall (2008) is a 
representation of the Virgin Mary. Traditionally she is depicted wearing red and blue attire, sporting a veil 
on her hair and a prominent halo. I chose to show her just before the annunciation, as a teenage girl, on 
her way to read a book and enjoy some cherries. It’s that moment before her life changes forever, thereby 
holding a moment that has not-yet happened and not-yet passed. So, now, how are you supposed to 
identify her as Mary? Well, I was lucky to have an art education in Paris, surrounded by countless works 
of arts, studying their stories, architectures, craftsmanship, and iconography. You are taught how to 
decipher the meaning of a piece by taking in each of the elements. For example a poppy is more than a 
flower, it’s a symbol of Christ, or blue symbolizes God like qualities, etc. Every artwork is more than 
what means the eyes, the story is symbolized in front of you, if you have the patience to decipher it. 

To become the leader of your own destiny, you have to be able to see yourself represented visually. It’s an 
acknowledgment of your importance and your active participation in building a History, a country, a past. 
As you peruse through a national museum, very rarely would one stumble on Black representation and if 
you do it will be secondary to the narrative of the image. The inequity is blatant and reflective of our 
status in Western visual culture at the time. That’s when I realized the erasure of the Other in art (and I am 
part of the “Other”), and that invisibility inspired me to re-configure Western myths, religious 
iconography and folklore by pigmenting them, re-writing them with black ink. I do this to re-open the 
areas in our psyche that have been conditioned to label and suppress the Other, and be able to construct 
new identities. 

KB: What is the consistent theme, idea or motif that you continue to return to in your painting?  

EC: The consistent theme is my depiction of stories featuring Black characters, and raising complex 
issues about what it means for people to define themselves through images and the impact it has on one’s 
psyche. I do this by re-defining the beauty canon as a constant in my work in order to develop a new 
mastery. By that I mean the importance of introducing new elements that reference a particular time 
period, fictionalized or not. When I refer to historical figures, for example, I paint them in a glorious light, 
introducing techniques that emulate old masters, like Vermeer, Da Vinci, Ingres, Jacques Louis David. 
The unexpected combination of old master techniques coupled with the juxtaposition of the black body 
sporting superb attires, ”living" in ostentatious interiors, puzzles the viewer.  

KB: Are you intentionally creating this confusion for the viewer? If so, why? 

EC: Absolutely. It stimulates an internal dialog as per why there is “a confusion,” why marrying the two 
worlds could be an uncomfortable or a welcomed experience. It is not a visual context that the black body 
is typically seen in. My paintings are created to re-shape not only how Black people have been 
conditioned to exist in images, but also how Black people have been conditioned to reflect upon 
themselves through the apprehension of images. 
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KB: How, in your opinion, is the black body traditionally seen within painting? 

EC: Standard representations of Blacks in European art typically show us as colorful ornaments to a 
portrait or a scene, we can also refer to figures in orientalist paintings, done more from a patronizing, 
Western, Imperial outlook. By steeping my technique into the “old world,” through the means of Greek 
and Roman mythologies, as well as allegories which were traditional subject matters in the Western world 
chosen in a way to defined what was beauty. Aesthetics plays an important role in my work, as I like to 
think that beauty should be devoid of prejudice, and transcend skin color. It allows portraiture to become 
a political space. Being a Black woman, I naturally gravitate towards black female subjects. It’s important 
for me to create a representation of Black women, which deviates from the expected roles of servants or 
the hyper-exoticized perception typical in Western visual culture.  My aesthetic is a vessel to raise 
questions about class, race and gender as defining aspects in a society in which Blacks are to be included 
in the abstract ideals of freedom and equality.  

KB: So how do the abstract ideals of freedom and equality relate to beauty and also to the storytelling of 
history that you spoke about before?  

EC: In an ideal world, the standard of beauty is represented without prejudice. If we want this world to 
exist, we have to start visualizing that new story through images.  

KB: Describe how you want to be perceived as an artist? How is that perception related to where you 
come from, where you are now and how you envision your future? 

EC: To heal the present you have to take care of the past. The artistry of translating the visual quality of 
skin on canvas holds an important place in my practice. It's a way for Black historical figures to regain 
their prestige in history. In the past, and certainly in the French tradition, history painting was considered 
a masculine enterprise. History painting, in the broader sense, includes depictions of moments in religious 
narratives, as well as narrative scenes from mythology, and also allegorical scenes. If you look at the 
artwork through out the centuries by artists like, Poussin, Jacques Louis David, Ingres, they were men 
whose artistry was not confined by their gender. There used to be a hierarchy in painterly representation, 
and it went like this: lowest on the pyramid of greatness was still lifes, then landscape, then animals, then 
portraiture, then a human figure being able to convey a story, and the top of it all was having the dexterity 
to paint multiple human figures able to convey a story! Therefore, in the patriarchal society, men decided 
women could go as far as making portraiture in terms of being recognized for their art. When you think 
about it, one of the most famous female, French Neoclassical painters is Elisabeth Louis Vigee Lebrun. 
Despite her virtuosity, the majority of her work is portraiture and landscape. 

The goal of history painting was to teach, lead, instill virtue, and capture glory. There are many historical 
figures that aren’t taught in schools to a large extent that made great accomplishments and contributions 
to American history. While a few are drawn by their contemporaries, other noble Black historical figures 
aren’t documented in paint. For example, Frederick Douglass emerged at the dawn of photography in the 
mid nineteenth century and subsequently was documented as a kind of icon or prototype of celebrity, but 
there is no painting of him. Painting, in my opinion, anchors figures like Douglass who are lost to history 
through this visual tradition. Incredible people such as Matilda Sissieretta Joyner Jones who became the 
first African-American to sing at the Carnegie Hall in New York in1892; Biddy Mason, was as a nurse, 
entrepreneur, one of the first African-Americans to purchase land in Los Angeles and amassed a small 
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fortune; Phillis Wheatley was the first published African-American female poet. I have painted all of 
them, and more who I have not named here deserve to have their glory captured in painting!  

There is a certain nobility in being immortalized with this medium. One of the first gestures, when one 
is elected president, is to have your portrait painted: it fixes you in time. And while I'm on the subject of 
time, the opulence implied for the subject to have time to pose, being able to afford the time it will take to 
be immortalized on a support, which also will pass the test of time, enhances the uniqueness of the 
process. Time is a luxury that was rarely associated with black bodies in history. 
For example, these days, I’m experimenting with gold leaf. Its delicate nature married with oil creates a 
new challenge and results I’m happy with. The idea of associating gold matter with black bodies, 
emphasizes the idea of grandeur, but also pushes me to think about media as a way to shift a perceptual 
paradigm in which Black people are part of a different visual landscape. 

I'm interested in exploring different illustrative media, perhaps a graphic novel, to continue shedding light 
on the legacy of black pioneers.  

KB: What have you learned about yourself through painting, and is this the same opportunity that you 
want to give to the viewer?  

EC: In my still lifes, I place different elements of my background. They are essentially exotic fruits 
treated as portraits or central characters. I also refer to a certain type of fabric, the madras, which became 
a part of Caribbean culture. A piece like Armelle (1997) features my cousin, and makes a bridge between 
many worlds: I refer to John Singer Sargent and Winslow Homer, two American painters, the Caribbean, 
my cousin being from there, and the European décor inspired by Dutch paintings. Because of the nature 
of my work, I have to dive into the past through research and assimilate information that I would never 
have discovered if my subject matter was different. I’ve learned that I am a storyteller and I love to 
express my stories visually. I’ve learned about unsung heroes, and wish to assert their importance as 
heroes in painting, for me and for everyone.




