
 

 
 

Joyce Scott, self-confessed ‘visual artist and a 
trickster,’ shows dark beauty at the Baltimore 
Museum of Art 
 
By Susan Isaacs, April 29, 2024 

 
Susan Isaacs sees a 50-year retrospective of works by Joyce J. Scott at the Baltimore Museum of Art. 

Scott is a Macarthur Award-winning artist, whose works deal with political themes of social justice for 

Blacks and women, using ornate and beautiful materials like glass beads, embroidery, ribbons and other 

handmade materials. Susan says the exhibit is worth seeing more than once, to absorb the complex 

stories Scott is weaving together in her words and materials. The exhibit is on til July 14. When in 

Baltimore, go see Joyce's exhibit at Goya Contemporary. 
 

 
Joyce J. Scott, I Call Her Name, 2023. Plastic and Glass beads, yarn, knotted fabric, and 

ribbon. Beadwork and crochet assistance by Paul Daniel, Espi Frazier, Pamela Li, Amy 

Eva Raehse, Randi Reiss-McCormack, and Teresa Sullivan. Collection of Joyce J Scott, 

courtesy of Goya Contemporary Gallery, Baltimore. Photo by Susan Isaacs 



 
Joyce J. Scott is a force of nature. Her fifty-year retrospective exhibition at the Baltimore 
Museum of Art is an immersive experience that, if possible, should be viewed more than once. It 
was just chosen by Artnet as one of the must-see U.S. exhibitions this Spring. It will be traveling 
next to their partner on this project, the Seattle Art Museum. The exhibition includes large, newly 
made works as well as those representing the major themes that have informed Scott’s long 
career—social and political justice, racism, and cultural diversity. She does not shy away from 
difficult topics like lynching and gun violence. 
 
Scott is a multi-talented artist who not only creates sculptures, clothing, and jewelry with fiber, 
textiles, glass, and beads, but who also has a long history of performance. She is a printmaker 
too and the work on view at her gallery includes a retrospective of her prints. The BMA 
exhibition is accompanied by a rich catalog with extensive interviews with the artist as well as 
essays with and by both established scholars, such as Leslie King Hammond, Valerie Cassel 
Oliver, Tiffany E. Barber and Lowery Stokes Sims, and artists who consider Scott a mentor and 
inspiration like the 2024 Venice Biennale artist Jeffrey Gibson and multidisciplinary artist Sonya 
Clark whose work is currently on view at the Museum of Art and Design. 
 

 
Joyce J. Scott, Lynched Tree, 2011/2024. Plastic and glass beads, blown glass, thread, wire, wood, metal, found objects. 

Dimensions variable. Baltimore Museum of Art: Art Fund established with exchange funds from gifts of Dr. and Mrs. Edgar F. 

Berman, Equitable Bank, N.A., Geoffrey Gates, Sandra O. Moose, National Endowment for the Arts, Lawrence Rubin, Philip 

M. Stern, and Alan J. Zakon, BMA 2022. 64 Photo by Mitro Hood for the Baltimore Museum of Art 

Text panels in the exhibition are very helpful. Scott has a lot to say, which she presents with a 
dark humor. She states that she is both a visual artist and a trickster. In her interview with Leslie 
King Hammond, she explains the role of spirituality in her work, defining the differences 
between African American and African spirituality. Scott was raised in the Pentecostal Apostolic 
church and sees the church as a kind of university for the those who came out of slavery, but 
also suggests there is an alchemical and magical aspect to African American churches.* Her 
work emerges out of these various traditions as well as her familial background, her education, 
and her travels. 

It seems that Scott was everywhere, scooping up knowledge and experiences that impacted her 
artistic practice. After graduating from the Maryland Institute College of Art, she earned her MFA 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/13/arts/design/jeffrey-gibson-venice-biennale.html
https://madmuseum.org/exhibition/sonya-clark


 
in Mexico at the Instituto Allende, introducing her to very different ways of making. Following this 
she traveled to Guatemala, Panama, Peru, and Cuba. She continued to travel extensively, 
learning about indigenous cultures and artistic practices along the way. Her glass experiences 
include those in Italy and Pilchuck. 

 
Joyce J. Scott, The Threads That Unite My Seat to Knowledge, 2024 Heirloom quilts made by the artist’s mother, 

Elizabeth Talford Scott (Fifty Year Quilt, 1930–80); maternal grandmother, Mary Jane Caldwell; maternal 

grandfather, Samuel Caldwell; and godmother, Lucille Foster Brown; beads, thread, ribbon, performance 

environment 184 × 177 × 186 1/2 in. Beadwork and crochet assistance by Espi Frazier, Pamela Li, Amy Eva Raehse 

Randi Reiss-McCormack, and Teresa Sullivan. Courtesy of the Artist and Goya Contemporary Gallery, Baltimore. 

Photo by Mitro Hood for the Baltimore Museum of Art 

Upon entry into the first gallery the viewer encounters a large installation that is a homage to 
Scott’s heritage in making, handed down through her family. Titled “The Threads That Unite My 
Seat to Knowledge,” the work includes four heirloom quilts that cover the exterior of a structure 
inspired by Asian yurts, European cathedrals, and the communal quilting frames of her mother’s 
youth as well as west African masquerade garments. These quilts were made by her mother, 
godmother, grandmothers, and maternal grandfather. Scott explains that her creativity and 
imagination were inspired by her mother (Elizabeth Talford Scott) and her independence and 
drive by her father (Charlie Scott Jr.). No longer on view, is an exhibition of her mother’s work, 
but you can see images of it and watch several very informative videos that discuss Elizabeth 
Talford Scott’s quilts in which Joyce Scott comments on her mother’s artistry at the links below. 
There was also a catalog published for this show. Her mother encouraged her and at times they 
collaborated. Their relationship was both personal and artistic. She learned about quilting but 
also embroidery beading from her mother, later adding the peyote stitch for beading which she 
learned from Fife Wilson at Haystack Mountain School of Crafts in 1974. 

In this same front gallery, Scott includes a sculpture in each corner of the room to impart 
wisdom, and several large recently constructed beaded tapestries. The tapestries are dynamic 



 
and impressive. While Scott typically beads her work herself, here, to complete these new 
works on time, she did have some construction help as indicated in the label captions. As we 
move through the galleries we learn of Scott’s diversity of media, from creating clothing for 
herself and friends to her early performances as part of the duo, Thunder Thigh Revue, and her 
career as a jazz singer. The exhibition includes these outfits, which are just as wonderful as you 
imagine. Also included are recordings on a small screen of some of her early performances. 

Scott’s thirst for making is apparent by the quality, scale, and amount of production on display in 
the BMA. It is truly one of the not to be missed exhibitions that will be remembered in the 
coming years. It is worth the drive from Philadelphia to Baltimore, and while there, find your way 
to Scott’s gallery, Goya Contemporary. 

Joyce J. Scott, Sixteen Days in His Life,1996-1998. Handmade pulp paper process, collagraph, woodcut, relief embossing, pigments, 

beads, thread. Collage. Average dimensions: 44×60 inches each, installation dimensions: 225 x 83 inches. From an edition of 15 (6 

prints comprise this installation) Published by Island Press, Washington University, St. Louis, MO. Printer: Maryanne Ellison Simmons. 

Photo by Joe Hyde. Courtesy of Goya Contemporary 

The print exhibition at Goya is a companion to the retrospective and is very strong. One large 

unframed multimedia work that covers a large wall and part of another, “Sixteen Days in His Life,” 

is a dynamic composition that is made up of several separate prints. From the 1990s, it shares 

some of the images and themes that permeate her practice. In discussion with her friend and 

gallerist, Amy Raehse, Scott comments that the work generally fits into her theme of “walking a 

mile in someone’s shoes,” a comment on the human condition. This work has not been on view 

for many years, presenting a unique opportunity for those interested in the artist’s work in addition 

to artists and viewers who enjoy multimedia constructions. 

https://afro.com/the-return-of-the-thunder-thigh-revue/

