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JOHNS ISLAND - Never far from Angela Trotta Thomas’ workspace, you note 
the presence of children.  
 
Currently, most of what you see are toys belonging to her granddaughter Rhett, 
who at age two regards the jewel-like daubs of paint, pages of shining art books, 
and soft sable brushes of the artist’s Johns Island studio as a source of 
entertainment and fun. But not all the toys that litter the studio are for Rhett’s 
benefit. Near Trotta Thomas’ easel are some of the most ardently desired toys of 
the twentieth century; Lionel trains.  
 
“Lionel Trains have been part of the American fabric for 118 years,” Trotta 
Thomas said “They have become synonymous with Christmas and traditions and 
are cherished toys that are passed down through generations.”  
 
Trotta Thomas was first introduced to Lionel trains by her husband, Bob, many 
years ago. Even then, her muses were children. Her early artistic endeavors 
included art for elementary school teaching aids and illustrating children’s books. 
Often, her models were her own two children.  
 
“Children have always been a main focus and subject in my paintings,” Trotta 
Thomas said. “I love the innocence of children and their toys.” 
 
It was when she added Lionel trains to the mix, though, that Trotta Thomas 
would find the alchemic combination that would jump-start her career. When she 
painted the prize of her husband Bob’s collection, a Santa Fe diesel engine, for a 
Christmas present, she knew she had hit upon something special.  
 
“Becoming Lionel Trains’ only licensed artist to depict their iconic history has 
been a true highlight of my career for almost 30 years,” Trotta Thomas said. “I 
now create many private commission paintings for clients of their children and 
grandchildren with their favorite trains.”  
 
A lengthy career of painting children and Lionel trains followed, along with two 
train-related children’s books and an ongoing collector series of Lionel train 
boxcars that feature her art. But though Trotta Thomas never lost her enthusiasm 
for depicting children and their beloved toy trains, she began to seek out new 
artistic horizons.  
 
In the early 2000s, she switched from working in watercolor to oils, becoming a 
member of the Oil Painters of America and establishing a relationship with the 
Mary Martin Galleries in Charleston, SC.  
 
You can find her paintings at both the Mary Martin Gallery locations, 103 Broad 
Street, Charleston and The Shops at Charleston Place. 



 
“I fell in love with Charleston while on vacation and instantly knew we would 
move here someday,” Trotta Thomas said. “Its culture, beauty and history are 
things I knew I would have to learn much more about.”  
 
The love affair would become permanent in 2007, when the Thomases moved to 
Mount Pleasant and later Johns Island. Trotta Thomas immersed herself in the 
culture of plein air painting she encountered in the Holy City, traveling throughout 
the region seeking new artistic subjects.  
 
Many of her earliest Charleston paintings focus on the stately homes of the 
Battery and other urban subjects. But it was on a trip to the Charleston City 
Market that a more quiet scene caught her eye. It was a young girl making a 
sweetgrass basket, a traditional Lowcountry craft.  
 
“The thing that intrigued me the most was that sweetgrass basket making was 
passed down from parents to children,” Trotta Thomas said. “It was the tradition 
and the children that moved me to want to document this lowcountry art.”  
 
 
Originating with coil weaving methods found in present-day Senegal and Sierra 
Leone, sweetgrass basket making is an important part of Gullah culture.  
Today, sweetgrass basket making is one of the many cultural touchstones 
preserved within the Gullah Gechee Cultural Heritage Corridor. And Trotta 
Thomas has been proud to support the art form’s cultural survival with her work. 
She is actively involved with historic preservationists and is in the process of 
donating art to the Avery Research Center in Charleston to help support the 
artists and children who keep this craft alive.  
 
It’s not the only time she has donated her work back to the community. 
Sweetgrass baskets were featured in the painting “Traditions” that Trotta Thomas 
donated to the citywide philanthropic initiative to support the congregation of the 
Mother Emanuel AME Church after the deadly shooting of 2015.  


