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ontemporary Beadwork 1 Europe~and North America

by Valerie Hector

It has been about ten years since the publication of The New Beadwork,” which brought
ENOTMmous attention to a medium that relatively few Brtists were pursuing serioushy an that time
These Oay's, The field overfiows with artests who work an a wide range of siyles and technioues arve
exhibit their pieces in major galleries or museums, No langer the embarrassing stepchild of the
textie arts, beadwork is increasingly respected as a legitimate contermnporary art farm. To da justice
to the many developments of the last decade would reguire hundreds of
pages and gogens of images. In this short survey, we will focus instead on
!:ln.-' MaoF aFfisis anNd S8 Mo |_'t" L} l\.'.-i:l'k Mas Conin ted 10 ThEe mec
urm iy Eurdpe and North America. We will discwss a1 some length the
wior of onghime artists Joyoe Scott and Jacgueline Lillie, then turm 1o
newdamers loseph Barbaccia and Matasha 5t Michael, Each has a
unigue personal Vision that we will come to understand at we éngage in the
COMmparisons and contrasts that follow

Mo Armerican beadworker has earmned more récognition, or more
admiration, than Joyce Scott of Baltimore, Maryland. 1T is fair to say that she has
completely redefined the boundaries of our medium, Her achievermants are
worth exploring In detail here, though we will not exhaust them., Already in the
19705 ghe wits busy depicting the hurman form in beads, and this was unusual
at the time. Two of her early neckpieces. entitled Coliar and Chineie Panthers,
arg two-dimensional compositions of wire or loomwork, featuring heads or full
figures situated symmetrically between repeating geometric motifs.? Faint
traces of emotion are discernable in the faces. Soon, Scott's work under-
went a sea change of sorts, which was complete by the mid- 19805, She
stopped working symmetnically and
solely in tved dimensions, and
started working asyrmmetrically,
often in three dimensions, making
pieces of wearable art and sculpture
as well, Some of these changes may
have stemmed from SCotts interest in
the arts of the Yoruba peoples of
Migeria, and her studies in the 19705 with
Yoruba beadwork artist Jimoh Buraimoh.?
The Yoruba have an extensive bead-
working tradition,
focused an the pro-
duction of ceremo-
nial regalia for the
various kings who
govern different
parts of Yarubalamd,
a5 well as the priest
and divineérs who
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mediate the uman and supser
naoural realms,!

Suraly the most
notable characteristic of tradi-
thonal Yoruba beadwark is its
rhree-dimensionality, Full ar
partial figures of humans and
birds, reprasanticg royal ancas-
Tors or other protective spirits,
project outwards from the sur-
facas af countless Yoruba bead-
ad crowens, $1ools, and gar-
ments; this gives thern a lifelike
-ﬁuali[}' thar is absant from most
two-dinsensional piecas. While
Scott was deflnitely attracted 1o
the sculptural ang raxtural
aspects of Yoruba beadwork at an early point
in her career, she was sven mare impressed by
the wary Yoruba beadwork conveyed symbolic
messages abouwt Yoruba cosmalagy, socia-
palitical structure, and religion. Yorubsa bead-
work could speak, and what it said was
recemnved with respect. For Scott, thig wwad an
Ermpoverireg realizatian.

Algo by the mid-1980s5, Scott had
EIE'I'=|I_I'I Lo A opr 8 paTshweork ar CEIH&QE
approg Ch 1o the ESE-EI"I"IDH.-' of her EBCas She
wiould stitch together a dozen ar more small
pleces of beadwork seamingly at random o
form a single compositon. This was a radical
departure from anything baing done in the
field at that timea, in Morth America or alses
where. While Yoruba beadwork manifests a dis
tinct patchwork samsibility, with mest compos
tions segmented into small squares, friangles
or diamonds of various cobors, Scott probably
faund more inspiration much closer to home,
in the wark of héer mothers, Elizab etk Talford
Scott, a celebrated quiltmaker® As Joyee Scott
explains, she was continually absarbing her

AEDIUM

mather's work and respand-
ing to it with pisces of her
o It was almiost as if they
wwiere having a kind of con-
vardation, with Bits af guilt-
ad, codlaged or woneen fabric
carrying the meaning® At
the came ¢ I"I"IE.JD-}'IIE SCOTL
wias looking at the work of
Eurapsan masters such as
GEEII'Q'EE Brague, Fablo
Plcasgsa, Paul ':J-a'n.-lg n, and
Henir Matlsse, whose
figurative paper collagas
provided more stimulation,
Al of these artists it should
be rememberad, alsa
incorporated aspects of non-YWestern art into
their assthatic

Mare of Jowoe SCatl’s innovations
rmust b added o the lise Unlike the Yomuba,
wihico I'I'Iﬂiﬁl:..‘ gaw baads 1o cloth, she DEQEII"' i)
explore peyole stitch, an ancient Beadnetling
rechnigue that probably goes back to the Gid
Kingdom in Egypt (ca. 2649-2150 BCE . Itis a
wersatile stivch that lends itself weall to two- and
three-dimenskonal formats.” Alkhough 17th
century beadworkers im Souart England, and
20th cemtury native Marth American bead
weorkers, among others, had wsed three-dimen-
siomal peyabe stitch to craate human figures,
thay newver realized its full potential; their fig
unes were engaging, but still fairy rigid. By
teaching hersetf how to increass and decrease
the number of beads per stitch and per row,
Soott was free to make fleshy, valuptuous
human figures withaut internal armatures, and
with barague contours never befare achisved
by mry Bepdwarker.

SCatt et thasa Iilﬂi-:ﬂ"}' ey Deadad
figqures to brilllant use. In neckpieces like

Joret SeoTT wearing one of her necklaced, ca. 1995 PRava: Jahn Dean
LEFT: Jovee Scort Budidhe Sapports Sl dwakeaing fve Bocer Glass beark, wire Ghric 147« 147 1071953,
Collection af Ws. Elsie Michie, Baton Rouge, Lovisana.



Miatto in South Africo and Til Al Are Free, Nare
Are Free, and sculptures such as Rodney King s
Head Sguashed Like g Warermelon, and Swdadha
Supports Shive Awakening the Races,” Scott pre-
sents hurmians al marments of despair, cppres-
sipn, domination, anger, confusion, wonder-
rent, transcendence and sometimes joy, and
uses thern, for the first time in the history of
the medium, ta deliver biting social and
palitical critiques,’ We cannat help but be
disturibed at the sight of these pleces, not to
mention thelr implications about the
hurman candition. That is the right
reaction, for loyoe is prodding us ta
reassess our attitudes and regain
some of the humanity we seem to
heve last"! In facl, if there is ane
everriding theme that surfaces
time and again in Joyce’s work, it
iz thiz: man’s inhumanity o man.
For Jayoe, an African-American
wha counts armong her ancestars
several slaves, this theme has a
deep personal relevance, one that
compels her to continue farging her
discourse of beeded enlightenment.

Jacgueline Lillie of Vienna, dustria, is
anather longtime leader in the contempaorary
beadwork field. Many regard her as Europe's
miost accomplished beadwork jeweler; har
refurne i< lamg and impressive.”? Those of us
who subscribed to Ormament in 1982 will never
forget seeing Lillies work for the first time
when it had won First Prize in the magazine's
design competition. 1T was clear that a great
arfisl had emerged.

Like Joyce Scott, Lillie works in both
twio- and three-dimensional formats, but there
the similarities end. Lillie favors a quister
aporoach, one which unites clean contaurs,
intricate geametric motifs, and the tiniest
antique Eurcpean glass beads to generate jaw-
elry of surpassing elegance. There are no
human figures; representation does not inter-
esy her. Lillie keeps her farms simple: whether
ipherical or cylindrical, circular or sguare, they
manifest a cool, refined, minimalist sensibility.'?
‘When it comes 1o colors end patterns, on the
cither hand, like & gifted mathematician she
plays with complexity, E-:-l:r,:lu;:-ring "color

SSfuences, pattern correspondences, and
textural choreography,”™ The results are aften
magical,

Wheress Scott = comfartable with a
certain leaseress of tech nigue, Lillie is & per-
fectionist, pursuing a disciplined method that
is an integral part of the aesthetic she culti-
vates, Her tiny stitches can be discerned only
with the aid of &2 magnifying glass. They form a
beaded web that completely encases the
wunderlying forms of Perspex or sterling silwer,
Unlike Scott, the guintessential mentor who
teaches gurative beading warkehops around
the warkd, Lillie prefers to kesp her technigue,
which produces an appearance similar to
crochet, private, She acknowledges only
that it irvvalves knatting after every
single bead, In addition 1o being &
master beadweorker, Lillie is also a
tralned metalsmith. She accents
her necklaces, earrings, and
pins with harmonicus findings
of silver, brags, abbany, or plastic
that she designs and makes or
has made especially for each

piece. In fact, she long ago set the
standard for searmlessly integrating custom
I‘in;;lings. imto high-lruel beadweork jewwelry.

Like Jowee Scatt, Jacqueline Lillie
rapidly tramscended the initial sources of her
inspiration. & measure of early inspiration
carme from the beaded jewelry of the Wisner
Werkstatte, " The Wiener Werkstatte (Vienna
‘Workshop] was formed in 1903 as a craft guild
intended to promote handmade work by grad-
uates of & local eraft sehoal it lasted until 1933,
By 1905, it numbered close ta 100 p-rn-fEs:.ir:r'nal
artists, designing furmiture, jewelry, clothing,
retalwane, costurmes, and textiles marked by a
straightforwerd geometric forms and hand-fin-
ished surfaces, Among the Werkstatie's jewelry
deslgners were sgveral who fashioned beauti-
ful necklaces featuring tiny, brightly colored
glais beads crocheted ta farm ar cover
spheres, teardrops, and tubes'® By the eardy-to-
miid 1%80s, Lillie had pxpanded upan this limit-
ed formal vecabulary by developing beaded
discs, falding ribbons, spirals, bicones, knots,
and sguares, and combining them in & varisty
of fresh ways. At the same time, she was intro

AncuweLing Luile Mecklace, gless end sluminum beads, stering siker, Periper, 207 long, 1996, Fhata: Kokl & Qlah.
Loumesy ol Rezanne Reab & Assodates, New York
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ducing the color ard pattern relationships
noted abeowve, which svere ir:l'irlitelg,r mare
complex than those used by her Wisner
Werkstatte predecessars. In fact, in every
wigny, Lillie has gane light years bayond
tharr.

Anather source of Jacgueline
Lillies inspiration is the beadwork af cul-
tures other than her awn, At ane peint, she
bagan to study the beaded mamory
boards of the Luba peoples of Zaire, Africa.
These amall, hourglass-shaped, cansed
wooden boards ane studdad with glass and
shell bpads in farmations that laak randam
but are actually highly structured, The sizes
of the beads, and the spatial relaticnships
between them, serve to guide Luba
officials during publlc recitations of Luba
histarg' " I a necklace from 1996, Lillie
quotes e Luba sesthetic directly By wusing
a small, brightly colored memary-baard-
like clasp to finish a voluminows silver rops
In Lillie's hamds, this unlikely but effective
synthesis of two disparate styles of bead-
ing feels affortless.

A5 we have sugaested, modl af
layde S0t piedes carry overt e siages
relating to the theme of inhumanity. In
Lillie's weork, on the other hand, thiere are
no grert messages. IF we insist upon look-
ing for covert meassages, we might find them
im the timelessmess and purity of her forms,
wihich call e mind those of Ramanian 2eulp-
o Constantin Brancusi. ar in the subtle imter-
plays of her calars and patterns, which recall
paintings by Paul Klee, lean Dubuffer, and Joan
Mirg, Theere is meaning as well in her lowe for,
commitment to, and total mastery of her rmeadi-
um. Like loges Seatt, Jaggqueling Lillie has many
adrnirers, Her waark is widely imitated, but it
seamit unlikely that it will be surpassed in our
lifatime, if gwer,

loseph Barbaccla of Potomac Falls,
Wirginia, and Matasha 5t. Michael of Montreal,
Canada, are relativaly new to the art of bead-
weork, but already their contributions deserve
saricus attention, Fellowing directly, if uninten
ticnally, in the foctstaps of Joyoe Scor,
Barbaccia employs flguration to make us ques-
tion our attitudes about American calebrities,
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Sasery Bunmacos Mardlpe Mlastic beads, fishing line, waod and aluminum

mourking, 51° & 2K 2000, Photcc Thia ks

thie media, and perception in ganeral. In
Marilyn, a wallpiece, he presents an Andy
Warhol-asque vision of Marlyn Monroe, ama-
natimg from a vell of necn-colored plastic fish-
ing lure beads two layers thick. Ta generate this
image, Barbaccia scanred a reproduction of a
farmiliar phatograph of Maribyn Maonroe into his
campatar, then applied a halftoning filter wo
braak the image up Into (s component pigsels,
Mext, he translated the pixels into painted plas-
Tic flshlng lure Beads ranging in size from 3 to
14 rhillimeaters, and figured out where to situate
each bead, on which string and which Ia:,,'er',
This is the hard part of the process; accuracy is
assantial if the irmage i to be precice and can-
wincingly three-dimensional when viewead fraom
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the proper distance. OF course, outside of this
ideal distance the image gradually shifts, ungil,
like a pointillist painting up close, it Fra-;me nts
gliogether. In & similar way, it can be difficul to
get bevond aur notians of Marilyn Monrae as a
sterentypical blonde bombshell. If we get too
close, Marilyn-the-media-darling dissolves past
the polnt of ez £y LII'I':IE"'E-'[EI'I::III'IQ INTC & CoMm-
plex and imperfect human being. 50 much
gepends upon our persipective, our distance
fram the image being vievwsed, and the way the
image is formatted for us

Barbaccias wallpieces include studles
of ather icons of popular culbure such as
Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Bara the Clown,
and La Giocanda, that mysterious smiling vis
age of Mona Lisa painted by Leonardo da Yinci
in the early 16th century. Barbaccia has also
rendered the came daguerreotype of Abraham
Lin€clm that s reproduced an our 55 Billi. Here,
he uses only & single layer of black beads,
whilch pre<érees the monochromatic austerity
of the criginal image, but makes it seem oddly
fragile—as if a gentle touch of the hand, or a
slight gust of wind, would dissalve the image
Into individual strings of meaningless beads

Or bullets—1ar that it what these dark spheres
seem o suggest, given how Lincedn met his
premature death,

aigeline Lilhe, Matasha 5t

Like Ja
fichael af Mentresl, Canada, 15 not Concermead
with changing the world, ar commenting on
the events of our time, Instead, with PO
che Invites us to consider what lies beneath the

face-lewel realitles of ouwr everyday lives, 5t
Kichasl makes wallpleces that resemble large
collections al cellular formations. Although

they appear chaotic, these ISMAaTIans seam T
hint at deeper levels of order. which we miah!
B gble to diccern IFwe (ust hiad the missing

larmula. It seeme productive to view 5t

Michaels wark fram the vantage paint af chaos

theory, but it has ta be iaid that this is not
what :l'll ||.5|.- i mind when she makes ber
pleces. Ax chaos Theorns” the mathematics of
StUEING Nanliresr dyramic sYsTems, sug
geits, complex, dynamical Systems show arder,
but they never repeat.”'” By stitching together
tiny, uniform circular glass beads to constrect
large, irregular circles of beads which are ther
avitched inte still larger formations with circular

negative spaces between them, 5. Michae
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seemis 1o be playing with the chaod v, arder
therme; the smaller elements imperfectly
recapitulate the larger, and vice-versa, The
haunting Blue cast of the work suggests an
ocean floor, teeming with silent, mysterious,
ever-dividing organisms. Then again, these
might be the very cells, magnified many
tirnas, that we humans are made of. Like Joyce
Seott, Natasha St Michael uses curvilinear pey-
ote stitch and takes a patchwwork approach o
assembly. et her work is remarkably different

in temperarment, her vislon fresh and welcome,

Thiese are But & few af the artists
whaose contributions are energizing, even
revaluticnizing auwr flald today. Whether

issues of our day or favoring a more timelass
approach, cultivating perfection or keeping
logse, these artists show us haw diverse our
fiald has become, At a time when the indige-
nous beading tradidens of many non-Westarn
cultures ars dying out ar :nn:lurin-g the ravages
of commercialization, it is rmassuring to know
that the ancient art of beadwork continues o
evodhie in utherly new and fascinating ways

—Walerie Hector 5 A beadwark jewetar who fers
besn exhirbiting her work af juried American craft
#hows far 15 wears, Her book, The Art of Beadwork,
will be publizhed in the Fall of 2003 by Warson-
Gr.rpr.;l'l' Publicatices.

pursing figuratian or abstracticn, engaging the

Motas.
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