Between Two Worlds
Karen Bauer

In 2002, I was teaching drawing courses at Webster University and was invited to
give a slide lecture on the progression of my paintings. At that time, I found it a
daunting task to compile and organize seventeen years of work. Yet as I began, I
realized that one image fed into the next and an amazing story revealed itself … my
past unfolded before my eyes. The images mirrored back in visual force a sort of
web or fabric which symbolized my personal journey. If I were to pull a thread in
the fabric, I could watch the patterns, colors and details unravel into a single line
... a continuum. I gasped as I visualized this, rushing past the million moments
that make up a life …. the pain, the hope, the search, the questioning and the
knowing … the connectedness.
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As I was preparing for this
presentation, this slide of
myself at nine years old fell
out onto my lap. It was buried
in a group of old slides and I
hadn’t seen this image in
many years. Yet, that is how
my life operates, a gift given
from the universe when most
needed. The image perfectly
illustrates the title of my
presentation, “Between Two
Worlds” … the gap between
the conscious and the
subconscious worlds … the
state of suspension in the
creative moment when you are
neither here nor there …
where time is meaningless and
meaning is timeless.
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I begin my story with the first oil painting I
made in 1985. As a second year student, I had
studied drawing and design at the university
with ambitions to teach. I was always a bit
afraid to actually paint. I felt very confident
with a pencil or charcoal in hand, but paint
seemed very complicated. I remember very
clearly when I began this painting, I had laid
in the color for the umbrella form and my
teacher said, “If this is your idea of light, you
are going to have a very dark painting.”
Suddenly all of the theory in design class
made sense - value scales, color intensities,
color = light, etc … I lightened the value of the
umbrella and POW! Everything started to
harmonize and relate within the painting.
Several classes later when the painting was
finished, I brought it home (still wet) and
placed it next to my bed. I stared at it
blissfully until I fell asleep. I knew that I was
going to be painter!
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A few weeks later I went to my painting
class to find twenty or so books with
images from the Old Masters strewn upon
the floor. We were to choose one painting
from an artist to make a study of the
light, composition, structure, etc. … This
introduction to the Old Masters was also
in preparation for the following week’s
visit to the art museum. I had never been
to the art museum and had no idea who
the Old Masters were. As I scanned the
many images of biblical scenes,
landscapes, still lifes, more biblical
scenes, I was immediately struck by the
painting of a serene, statuesque woman
pouring milk. An ordinary moment
profoundly frozen in time. I quickly
claimed this image to study and noted
that it was The Milkmaid painted by
Johannes Vermeer.
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The following week we entered the
echoing halls of the art museum. A
gorgeous classical building built in
1904 for the world’s fair in St. Louis.
I remember that my heart was
beating quickly as we went from
room to room. My teacher explained
about this artist and that technique.
His voice drifted off as I was pulled
away by the intensity of a portrait of
a man whose spirit was locked
inside a conglomeration of paint. I
was drawn closer to peer inside the
eyes that beckoned me and stood
transfixed by his gaze. A tender
sadness made from black, umbers,
ochres and white. I was in disbelief.
I remember thinking … if one can
paint the human spirit and capture
that essence, the very soul of a
human eye … that is what I want to
do!

I waited patiently until
everyone had left the
room and sneakily
touched the lower right
hand corner of the
painting. It was a
portrait of a young man
painted by Rembrandt.
I hadn’t made the
connection that the two
artists I had intuitively
responded to were
Dutch Masters,
Rembrandt and
Vermeer. Most likely, I
couldn’t have located
Holland on a map. But
for some reason, there
in Florissant, Missouri, I
became deeply inspired
by these two painters.
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Several months later, I received a very
special gift from my grandma. When
she heard from my mother that I was
studying art, she left the room and
returned with an old whisky bottle she
had kept in her cellar for years. She
thought it might be of interest to me.
When my mother returned home and
handed me the bottle, I was in shock. It
was an old whisky bottle with the image
of The Milkmaid on the front and a
short description of Vermeer on the
back. One can imagine our surprise
when I told my mother that that was
the very painting I had chosen to make
a study of in my painting class. I was
certain that this was a sort of sign and
secretly suspected that the bottle was a
bit magical.

7

After receiving my associates degree, I was ready to
pursue my Bachelors Degree at The Kansas City Art
Institute. I packed my few belongings, my magic bottle
with The Milkmaid and headed 400 miles west to Kansas
City. I had hoped to study under a well known landscape
and portrait teacher who worked in the style of Cezanne.
However, as fate would have it, I was placed in the studio
of an abstract painter. Pulled away from the comforts of
the observational world, I found myself fumbling in the
unexcavated world of my intuition and imagination.
Facing a new language of metaphors and symbols
brought forth an insecurity I had never experienced. Who
was I? What did I want to communicate? I noticed that
my peers were very developed in their internal process. I
longed for the safety of the observable world with its’
techniques and guidelines. In the abstract world it
seemed that everything was possible. I began slowly …
the excavation of self … I chose to look backward instead
of inward and began using photographs from my
grandparents’ dancing days in Vaudeville.
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I photocopied pictures from my grandmother’s
album and began cutting and collaging and then
drawing from the collages. Working in a
surrealistic manner, ideas began to emerge within
the combinations of images. I discovered the use
of polarities … life/death, unity/aloneness/,
light/dark, etc. These ideas excited my
imagination and I soon realized that abstraction
was terribly personal and at the same time very
revealing and surprising.

Untitled – Charcoal on paper, 1988

However, at a certain moment, my work was
harshly criticized by my peers. They were
unconvinced that the subject matter was relevant
to my personal experience and that formally the
paintings were uninteresting. Depressed,
frustrated and embarrassed, I abandoned the
images of my grandparents.
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Again … the blank canvas …
On a particularly warm evening, after having stared at the blank canvas, I quietly
left the humming studio of young artists with headphones in their ears busily
painting their “self relevant” paintings and I slowly walked outside to a common
grassy area in the center of campus. I laid down upon the grass and stared into
the night sky. I let the sadness come. As the tears began to gently slide down my
cheek, I rolled over and stretched my arms out. I needed a hug, like the one you
get from your mother. And so there I was, hugging the earth. In my aloneness, I
found my true mother-mother earth. Lying on my belly with arms stretched, I
began to feel myself lift slowly above my own body until I had a birds’ eye view of
how small I really was and how magnificent the earth was. Suddenly my sorrow
lifted, my self-importance diminished. I was a child of the universe. I was ok. I
had just had my first transcendental experience!
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I returned to my studio, looked at the blank canvas
on the wall, took it off and put it on the floor. In large
circular motions, I began pouring white, blue and
black paint around and around in an attempt to
recapture that amazing transcendent sensation. How
was I to express space, energy, wholeness,
exasperation with colors on a flat surface? The
following class critique was a disaster. The comments
from my fellow students were harsh and humiliating.
My instructor said that he permitted the criticism
because he didn’t agree that this spiritual direction
was for me. Well, I didn’t listen to him. I decided not
to look backward or outward … I was going inward.
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The following year, I had a new instructor and a
new start. In my drawing class we were assigned
to draw, on a large format, an image of an
interior. I chose this entrance to a cave I had
seen in a magazine. Normally, when one enters a
cave it is dark, however, my cave had light
streaming from inside. A metaphor for my inner
spiritual world, there was no reason to fear upon
entering. I spent the first half of the year working
with images from caves, stalactites and
stalagmites, I even began to mix various clays
from the earth into my oil paints. I probed
deeper into an earthy, sensual side of my
subconscious, tapping into my female energy
and connecting to the womb of mother earth.
The grandmother of my mother was a native
American from the Cherokee nation. Her name
was Margaret Rainwater. While I was making the
cave images, I would think of her, somehow her
spirit memory came to visit me when I was
mixing the earth with the pigments.

Cave Series - Charcoal on Paper - January 1989
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City Series - Oil on Canvas - Spring 1989

After having spent six months or so on my
cave series, I realized that in my
sketchbook I was drawing cityscapes. A
part of me wanted to explore more linear
and structural compositions in place of
the organic and earthy. The stalagmites
and stalactites evolved into window forms
… the window forms evolved into
metaphors for my siblings. We were all a
part of the same building (family), but very
individual (windows). The window itself
became more important with its many
metaphors as a carrier of light, its fragility,
transparency, reflective quality … it could
be boarded, bricked or simply closed
behind shutters, it could be dusty,
cracked or even shattered. I recognized
these symbols in myself and in my siblings
and secretly embedded in them in many of
the paintings that followed.
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In the late spring of 1989, I applied for a scholarship to attend a
workshop in Taos, New Mexico that was hosted by my instructor and
his friend/printmaker, a Lakota Indian. For almost one and a half
years at the Kansas City Art Institute, I had been floundering to find
my voice in my work and struggling with a slight depression. I had
searched backwards to my family history, inward with the caves,
outward with the city series … I didn’t have any religious connections
and spiritually, well, I was lost. Up until that point I had some
interesting coincidences that pointed toward a mysterious energy and
my transcendental experience on the grass was enlightening, but I
was desperate and completely open for more. I knew, as I had never
before known, that I had to go to New Mexico, I had to have this
experience. To my good fortune, I won the scholarship.
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Entrance to a Dream (Monoprint) - July 1989

Driving into the sunset, heading toward the
ominous mountains of Taos, I said quietly to
myself, “I am home ... I’ve come home.” The
following two weeks made that realization more
clear. The workshop was located, nestled in the
mountains, at the Mabel Dodge Luhan house where
great writers and artists such as D.H. Lawrence
and Georgia O’Keefe stayed. The sheer energy of the
place was inspiring. The itinerary included writing
workshops to inspire imagery, two guided
visualizations/meditations and a sweat lodge (a
native American ceremony for cleansing, healing.)
We also learned a printmaking technique called
monoprinting, where the image is painted on glass
and then printed on paper. “Entrance to a Dream”
was made in response to my first guided
visualization where I combined images I had
received in my visualization (the grey arched
window and internal grey, blue cave space) with the
window form (that represented myself) and with
elements from the pueblos (the earth colored walls).
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I received three very important symbols in this first vision.
The first being, when I began to relax and imagine my body
as white light, I had this very powerful and humming blue
line that drilled its way into my forehead, between my eyes.
(At this time I knew nothing about the chakras).
The second powerful image was, we were to enter a cave
space and wait for a teacher to appear to offer us a gift. My
cave space was a misty grey dome with eight arched
windows. Through each window was a light beam that
shone on me as I sat in the center of the dome. My teacher
was an old woman with a black shawl on her head. She
didn’t have a gift, she merely pointed to the windows and
the light beams and asked, “what more do you want?”
The third image was a swirling grey matter upon which I
entered, a swirling brain mass, and when I left this space,
I was given a sort of diploma.
When I had shared my story with the others in the
meditation hut, the leader gave me a piece of paper that he
had written on, it read, ‘Brain maze, time’s eye” … he had
known that someone in the group had entered this space.

The Misty Dome
Charcoal/Watercolor on Paper - 1989
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Several days later we went back to the meditation hut for
another vision quest and then the sweat lodge, (the
cleansing/healing ceremony).
Again I received very powerful images in my
meditation/vision. This time we were to climb a
mountain and at the top of mountain we were to
summon the grandfathers from the four sacred
directions. First, we summoned grandfather east of the
mental plane, he came to me as a white cloaked figure
and made motions around me in the form of rectangles.
Next, grandfather south from the physical plane
appeared, he was of a yellow, mushy matter and he
enveloped me in the most comforting embrace. Then
grandfather west of the emotional plane, an orange
zigzag form, danced in fiery circles around me, then
vanished as quickly as he came. The last, grandfather
Grandfathers – Monoprint - July 1989
north of the spiritual plane came as a magenta light.
He reached behind my neck and pulled me toward him. He touched both of my temples with his and
then simply disappeared. We left the top of the mountain to wait for our power animal and to receive
a gift from him. My power animal appeared as a black panther. He held a donut shape made of light
that had a point on it, it was pointed west. He placed it over my head and the donut shape moved up
and down over my head to my shoulders and then up again. What was that?! After my visualization,
17
we quickly wrote down what we had received and then went directly into the sweat lodge.

(This painting I painted when I returned from New
Mexico. It represents the sweat lodge.)

My Song - Oil on Canvas - September 1989

Outside the small wooden hut, a fire had been burning
all morning. There were stones placed on the fire that
were to be used later in the ceremony. The stones were
glowing and red hot. I entered the shallow dome with an
earthen floor, it was cool and dark. As each participant
entered, the space became more claustrophobic. Some
members anticipated an escape, I anticipated the most
incredible experience of my life. The stones were placed
in a recessed hole in the center. The flap to the lodge
was closed and there we sat in complete darkness. There
was a cry of panic from someone. I was very aware of my
breath. It was now very smoky as tobacco was thrown
onto the stones as an offering. The air was moist, thick
with smoke and I could feel my breath quickening, my
heart pounding and my eyes burning. It required much
control. We began to pray to the grandfathers. To
grandfather east of the mental, I prayed for strength and
endurance. Next, we summoned grandfather south of
the physical. We each had to make a sound and join in
each others’ sound.
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After four prayers it was my turn, but I was completely numb, my body
was tingling, and I was overcome with fear. I cried out in panic, “I can’t
feel anything!” The leader reassured me that after I made my sound, he
would help me. I didn’t know my sound, I sat there with my mouth open
and nothing … the tingling grew stronger … and then a song slowly
released from the depth of my being, I leaned forward to completely
release the painful, yet joyous melody that had been trapped inside for
so long. Everyone joined in and helped me with my song. The numbing
went away, water was splashed over my body and I could relax again.
My God, I was so vulnerable and powerful at the same time … I felt like
jumping out of my body and dancing!! Such a release had exhausted me
and for the rest of the ceremony I drifted in and out of consciousness.
However, the answer to the gift from my power animal became clear …
the donut shape of light meant that I had been enlightened and had a
new direction to follow. Light and Direction.
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I left the sweat lodge with a pounding headache, but
also with a strong determination to put the images
of the grandfathers onto paper. The piece was made
quickly and intuitively, combining the grandfathers
of each direction with the white donut shape and the
blue line that drilled into my forehead from the first
visualization. To me, these were the key symbols.
When I returned to the house to join the rest of the
group, there was a message waiting for me. My
mother had called. I couldn’t wait to share the events
of the day. However, she had even stronger news, my
grandfather died that morning. Well, I was in shock. I
had spent the morning summoning and praying to
the grandfathers while my own grandfather was
passing. Could he have come to me in the sweat
lodge? The following morning we went to sacred
mountain to have a ceremony for my grandfather.
Along the way to the top, we gathered stones to offer
as a prayer. A group of us sat together in a circle and
each said a prayer for me and my grandfather. When
it was my turn, an enormous gust of wind blew my
hair back and I looked to everyone in the circle, we
laughed and we cried. It was very magical.

Ceremony - Oil on Canvas - October 1989
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A few days later, the workshop had ended. I had to leave New Mexico, Taos, the
energy, yet, it has never left me. I returned to St. Louis to be with my family,
briefly, before heading back to Kansas City to finish my last year of study. I
remember standing at the door of my sister’s house with my roll of monoprints
under my arm. She opened the door and looked me straight in the eyes and said:
“You’ve changed.”
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A new year, a new instructor, a new studio, another blank canvas. Yet, this time it was different. I
hung my monoprint of the grandfathers above my magic bottle with the milkmaid. I began to
relax with my process, laying the canvas on the floor, dripping and pouring paint, I simply
allowed intuitive forms to emerge, then shifted and adjusted the forms to orchestrate space or
define a figure. For the first time, I had a real dialogue between my conscious and subconscious
state. I was allowing the paint to represent tangible and intangible entities. Totally immersed in
my inner world, I was driven as never before to recreate the intense energy that I had untapped in
Taos. As a madwoman with a paintbrush, I painted enough work to fill the student gallery for my
senior show and to complete the requirements for my application to graduate school. Yes, I had
changed, I had a new light and direction.
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In March of 1990, I received a most unlikely phone call. I was one of two
students chosen for a full scholarship and stipend to study at Stanford
University for my Masters Degree in Painting. The funny thing was, I
almost didn’t apply to Stanford because the odds of being accepted were
so small. I didn’t have very much money to pay for the application fees
to four different universities, however, my instructor persuaded me to
take the chance on Stanford. I will never regret having listened to her. I
finished my studies at Kansas City, and much to the surprise of my
critical peers, I was going to Stanford in the Fall. Two thousand miles
west from my hometown, as far west as one can travel in the U.S., made
me think of my grandfather print with my white donut shape and the
point facing west. Was this a coincidence or a premonition?
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I stood waving to my mom and stepdad as they drove away in the pickup truck that hauled my pick- up truck, myself and my few belongings
2000 miles to the campus of Stanford University. My new home/studio
was in an old barracks on the edge of campus with a view of the foothills
of the Sierra Nevada mountains. So, there I stood, completely alone in
this beautiful nature … the truck grew smaller and smaller … it
disappeared and then …. Silence …. the weeks before had been filled
with preparations, parties, goodbyes to friends and family, tears of
happiness and uncertainty. And now the silence and the pressure began
to settle in my body. I wanted to run after the truck and yell ... wait!! I
am not ready for this! I am not “Stanford quality”… I am just a girl from
the Midwest!
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My studio was huge … I could ride in circles on my bicycle inside of it … the pressure was also huge.
I had received a full tuition scholarship of $28,000 and a stipend of $16,000 to pursue my degree at
Stanford. Suddenly, I felt I had to perform instead of create, they were counting on me. Again, the
blank canvas … what now? I had expressed all that I could with regards to the grandfathers and my
visualizations. If I had continued with that, it would have become a gimmick. I was in a new space, a
new place with every opportunity before me, and yet, I felt trapped. The image of a birdcage came to
me. The bird form that represented my spirit - my song, in the painting of the sweat lodge, was caged
by my own ego and false expectations of who I thought I was supposed to be. I first made a wire
sculpture of a sort cage with a spiral center and in the paintings this center twisted and writhed to
escape the confines of the cage.

Bird cage series - Oil on canvas - Fall 1990
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And then came the phone call
from my mom. Both she and my
stepdad were diagnosed with
cancer, she with uterine and my
stepdad with prostate cancer. I
couldn’t leave to be with her, I
had just begun my studies. So I
painted more cages with the idea
of escaping the entrapment of our
physical structure, but it was the
first time that I also included a
healing energy into my work. As I
painted, I envisioned the healing
nature of light to permeate the
bodies of my parents ... it felt as if
it was the only thing I could do …
I was so far away.

Bird cage series - oil on canvas - Fall 1990
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The dark side of this reality also appeared. On my
way to the campus one day, I noticed a pile of
sandbags stacked by a construction area. These
forms worked their way into my paintings as
invaders ... the cancerous cells that were
threatening the lives of my loved ones. I didn’t
know how to feel about these paintings. Where
were the grandfathers? Where was that amazing
spiritual energy that I had experienced? This is
not what I had expected to be painting. My first
critique with the faculty and graduate students
didn’t go well either. One the faculty members
asked me point blank … “Is this intentional bad
painting or is it just bad painting?” Then I really
spiraled downward. My sadness was a bit relieved
by a visit from my lifelong best friend, Sharon.
She had moved to Los Angeles shortly before I had
moved to Stanford. We were only four hours from
each other. When she heard the news of my
parents, she came for a visit. When she entered
my studio, she was immediately attracted to this
painting. I couldn’t believe she actually liked it. I
gave it to her.

The invasion - Oil on canvas - Fall 1990
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After being with Sharon, I felt comfortable again. She reminded me of who I was.
Okay, so the first critique didn’t go well. I stretched a huge canvas and started again.
I mixed large amounts of paint, turned my music on very loud and began the
intuitive process. Please Great Spirit guide me. I proceeded to make a chaotic mess,
applying paint, scraping it away, basically in panic … I could not center myself … I
didn’t know what to paint, what was expected from me, my heart pounding, the tears
streaming, I mixed a horrible bubble gum pink color and painted in huge letters
across the 5 x 7 ft. canvas … I DON’T KNOW HOW TO PAINT … I collapsed on my
couch in a fetal position and sobbed. Slowly I relaxed and I remembered that I could
do a visualization. So I lied there quietly, filled my body with white light and let the
images come … The moon shone on the silvery grass, I sat in the middle of a
translucent, paper womb … the silhouette from a woman walked in circles around
the womb … she said: “we are all frightened”, I shuddered and awoke.
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“Just Passing Through” was actually a
breakthrough. I entered that beautiful,
timeless space of creation, allowing
the images from the spiritual realm to
integrate with bubble gum pink of
uncertainty and doubt. A mysterious
mixture of ancient forms of the moon,
mummies and the arc mingled with
the yellow vibratory line of grandfather
physical. I stood back in awe of what I
created, the wordless wisdom haunted
me. We are just passing through.

Just Passing Through - oil on canvas - 1991
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White Bear - oil on canvas - 1992

Because I had accessed that spiritual energy again,
my dreams became more vivid. During this period,
I had a dream that I was asked to play the part of
white bear in a performance. White Bear’s role was
to dust the lilies in the forest. I shared this dream
with a visiting artist at Stanford. He was a Native
American from the Choctaw tribe. He told me that
this was an important dream and that white bear
was now my power animal. He gave me a very
special book of Native American Medicine cards
that contained the sacred animals of North
America and their teachings. White Bear’s attribute
was introspection. I interpreted the dream as white
bear representing the teacher in myself and to dust
the lilies meant that I must follow my dream to
become a teacher. Of course I had to paint white
bear … he appeared as a moon form. The arc and
the yellow line of grandfather physical from “Just
Passing Through”, I combined into a boat form … a
vehicle … a carrier from the physical to the
spiritual realm.
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I proceeded to make a small clay sculpture of the
boat. I placed within the boat many meaningful
objects, … dried roses, a shark’s tooth, the white
donut shape from the grandfathers and a shell.
As I was drawing from the boat one evening, I
accidently dropped it onto the floor. My initial
instinct was to quickly gather the pieces and put
them back into the boat, but for some reason I
stopped and just observed how they had landed. I
grabbed another piece of paper and began to
record the event from the falling boat. I used the
North, South, East, West directions of the paper
to represent the four spiritual directions of the
grandfathers. I made the connection that I was
alone in the west, my family in the east and the
boat, my carrier, had funneled from the north
toward a whirlpool that was enveloping my donut
shape of light. A new series was born.
A Chance Gathering - Charcoal on Paper - 1992
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Student Drawing

In January 1992, I had the opportunity to
teach my own drawing class at Stanford. I
had been assisting my graduate professors
for the first year and a half and now I was
to be the instructor. It was so thrilling and I
knew this was my true calling. I returned to
the observable world of the still life and
portraiture with its’ composition,
measurement, light and shadow, expressive
line, etc. … I had a magical connection with
my students and we each grew in our
ability to trust, risk and relax with the
creative process. They made drawings that
they had never expected and I felt sure that
I was dusting the lilies.
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Things were beginning to come together during my last trimester. My
series with the boat forms were evolving, my critiques with my
professors and fellow graduate students were positive, my calling to
teach had been confirmed and my mom and stepdad were cancer free. I
decided to move to San Francisco with friends after graduation. I had
been offered my first teaching position to teach for a high school
program at Stanford during the summer, so I had made plans to extend
my stay, indefinitely. And then a phone call from Sharon made my heart
stop momentarily. She had been diagnosed with cervical cancer, it was
malignant and it had spread to her lymph nodes. I made the trip down
to Los Angeles to be with her. When I entered her apartment, she was
lying on the sofa with her cat on her lap, my painting of “the invaders”
was hanging above her. She said weakly, but with her quirky sense of
humor, “it’s no wonder why I liked that painting.”
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After six months in San Francisco, I couldn’t see living in a
beautiful, but highly overpriced city, where everyone seemed
to be an artist. I wanted to teach and I wanted to go home.
Sharon was getting increasingly worse and was also moving
back to St. Louis. I found an old loft space downtown with my
boyfriend and set up house in a giant studio space. Sounds
exciting, but I was reeling from all of the change. Here I was,
back home after being gone for five years and my best friend
was slowly, but certainly going to die. Where were the
mountains or the ocean that brought me comfort, … where
were the grandfathers? I looked out the window from the 6th
story, I could see my reflection in the dusty loft window. The
fluorescent lights that hung from the paint chipped ceiling
shined coldly, I squinted to look outside and realized that I
lived directly across from eight arched windows … they were in
a row and not at the top of the dome, as in my visualization,
but they were with me. I sat back down at my easel, looked at
the window and began to draw from my own reflection. I
wanted to scream again, I wasn’t ready for this … the real
world, independence, and watching my best friend die … I
wanted to scream, but the fluorescent lights formed two white
lines over my mouth … I remained silent.

Silenced - Pastel on Paper - 1993
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In the Fall of 1993, I was hired to teach painting and
drawing at a very prestigious private high school in
St. Louis. I was very excited to begin my teaching
career and develop a curriculum to inspire young
students. At the same time, I began my own
educational curriculum. After five years of making
abstract art, I returned to my initial passion for the
Old Masters that I had left behind when I went to
Kansas City. I was also witnessing the slow and
painful process of the deterioration of Sharon.
Abstraction could not express the deepening sorrow
that I felt. I started looking at the paintings of
Caravaggio and extracted figures from “The Death of
the Virgin” to help describe the pain. I placed on my
head, a magenta hat, (grandfather spiritual) that I
had found in a box of old hats that my grandmother
had given to me. I transformed the hair of the
mourning figure, quoted from the Caravaggio
painting, into blue and prayed for healing.
Wounded Healer - Pastel on Paper - 1994
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The studio was a difficult place to be. As I watched her struggle, I
wanted to draw screaming figures trapped in the prison of their own
bodies. Bodies that were allowing a monster to take over and disfigure it,
making it swell, stink, sink in and blow up. I wanted to draw all of this,
but I didn’t. I couldn’t make it a reality, I didn’t want to look at it in the
future. I didn’t want to share the horrors of what was happening to
Sharon, she wanted dignity, not exploitation. So I repressed the screams
inside - so loud were the cries that each hair reverberated. I drew
hopeful little drawings instead, healing drawings about light and
timelessness. I prayed for enlightenment to help make sense of this loss.
I answered her calls in the middle of the night, a faint, scared voice on
the other end, “Karen, I might really die from this.”
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March 29th of 1994, I entered the hospital room as I had so many times before. She was sitting
upright in her chair because her legs were too swollen to lie in the bed. The room was dark, but I
could make out that she had a black shawl over her head. She looked like my teacher in my
visualization who asked … what more do you want? What more do I want? I don’t want this … I
want her to be free. I stayed with her and her mother through the night and in the morning she
held our hands and we said goodbye … go home Sharon … it’s okay.

Going Home - Pastel on Paper - 1995
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In 1996, after spending almost a year and a half mourning
and working with images of Sharon, I had the opportunity
to realize one of my dreams. I was offered a trip to Europe
as an assistant guide for my painting and drawing
students. We spent our Spring Break touring London and
Paris with visits to all of the important museums and
galleries. Standing in one of the spacious galleries in the
Louvre, I came face to face with Caravaggio’s “Death of the
Virgin”. I couldn’t speak. This was certainly a sign. I
looked behind me to see which painting spent its’ days
looking at the painting I so closely studied. I couldn’t see
it, there was such a mass of people blocking my view. I
worked my way through the bodies and stared into the
eyes of the Mona Lisa! I had to laugh. My aunt always told
me I reminded her of the Mona Lisa because I looked like I
was up to something. I thought, how absolutely
appropriate that she would be the one who stared at the
Caravaggio. When I returned to the states after a life
altering whirlwind, I told my family, “I am moving to
Europe someday!”
Death of the Virgin - Oil on Canvas - Caravaggio
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At some point it seemed that I was teaching as much as I used to
paint and painting as much as I used to teach. I became increasingly
interested in art history and prepared many lectures for my students
as well as for myself. I spent a day in the Art Museum studying the
paintings of Max Beckman. He was so playful with his compositions,
using theatrical figures in a cubistic space. I went home to my studio
and thought … you know, I am just going to be playful, simply draw
from a still life and see what happens … no heavy subject matter
about life/death or spiritual implications … just see what happens. I
gathered some bottles, an old time telephone, my magic Vermeer
bottle and placed them on the antique sewing machine from my great
grandma. I grabbed an orange to represent the orange popsicle that
Sharon and I ate together on her last night. I began sketching and
realized that all the objects were too round, I needed some sort of
linear element in the still life, so I grabbed my calendar with Edward
Hopper paintings and placed it behind some bottles.
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Study for Reflection - Pastel on Paper - 1997

I sat down, looked at my new composition and
began to draw. And then a whole narrative
began to evolve. The woman in the Hopper
painting, painted in the 1940’s was staring
out a window across the still life to the
Milkmaid, painted in the 1630’s, who
received light from the window above. The
Hopper woman was naked, awaiting
possibilities, women in America in the 40’s
were on the verge of liberation, they began
working during the war and later could attend
universities. The Milkmaid knew her destiny,
she was a servant, a caregiver. Two women
frozen before me, 300 years apart, an ocean in
between. So much for a simple, playful still
life … my mind began to spin. I looked around
my studio, with my heirlooms, my hats,
fabrics, and photos from my grandmas …
what were their destinies and how did I
absorb their messages and unspoken words?
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A new series was born. I decided to make the
drawings on a larger scale and modified the still
life for “Reflection” so that the interaction between
the two women was more apparent. Interestingly
enough, I left out the orange and the telephone.
Perhaps this was an intuitive decision. This series
was about me, my past and my influences. I could
let Sharon go for the time being and focus on
myself. Revisiting the stories from my
grandmothers brought about a unfamiliar
sensation. The feminist in me began to surface.
This female energy combined with my interest in
art history made me question what else had I
learned. In all of my years of study, I wasn’t aware
of many women artists besides Georgia O’Keefe
and some contemporary women. I had been
influenced only by male artists, where were the
women? I started researching the history of
women painters and discovered some amazing
contemporaries to Caravaggio, Rembrandt, etc. ...
Why was I never taught about Artemisia
Gentileschi or Judith Leyster?

Reflection - Pastel on Paper - 1997
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In the box of hats that my grandma had
given me, I discovered some black
material. When I lifted the material out,
I discovered it was a man’s coat that
had been neatly folded and hidden at
the very bottom of the box. The moment
I put it on, I felt transformed, confident,
like I could run with the big boys-the
men in my family. ”Wearing the big coat
while dreaming with Gabrielle” was a
response to reading about Gabrielle
Munther, the lover of Kandinsky, she
was also an artist, but the power of
Kandinsky overpowered her recognition.
In this composition, I wore the big coat
and placed myself as the observer
looking through the hanging window, a
sort looking glass, to the still life that
prompted this introspective journey as
to who I was as a woman, as an artist.

Wearing the big coat while dreaming with Gabrielle
Pastel on Paper - 1997
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After ten years of emotional excavation, inner
journeys and spiritual awakenings, I pulled out
the vaudeville photographs again from my dad’s
parents, aunts and uncles. Those critical
comments from my fellow students in Kansas
City came rushing back. They had said these
photos were irrelevant to my personal
experience. Yet ten years later, I realized how
ridiculous that statement was and what was
even more tragic … I had listened to them. Of
course these photos were relevant … these were
my ancestors, my role models ... these were the
people who inspired me to create, my grandma’s
stories inspired me to travel, to take risks, to
fall in love!

Publicity photograph
Left to right: my aunt, my grandpa, my grandma
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At this stage in my life, at the age of thirty-two, I was married to
my high school sweetheart. We had had a relationship
throughout the last years of high school, during my years of
college and when I returned to St. Louis. The month before
Sharon died, he proposed to me. We moved from the loft
downtown to an old farmhouse where we both could have our
studios. He, a musician and a business man and I, an artist and
teacher, had an ideal life. My students were beginning to ask me
why it was that I wasn’t a mother. They told me that because I
was such a great teacher, I should have children. The truth was
that I never really wanted children for various reasons and
perhaps that was an issue that also needed to be addressed in
this series.
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I disassembled the still life with the Edward Hopper
calendar and the Vermeer and set up a new one placing
the hats on the table to symbolize the directions of the
grandfathers. I extracted my aunt Rita out of one of the
photos and placed her in the foreground and positioned
myself in the mirror (a self portrait) to echo the Hopper
and Vermeer composition. I was now looking back to the
women in my life to see how their stories were woven into
the fabric of who I was. Rita was the sister of my
grandfather. When she was a young girl, she and her three
brothers were placed into Vaudeville by their mother to
earn money for the family. Their father, my great
grandfather, had died at the young age of twenty seven
from lead poisoning. He was an illustrator and had used
lead white for the highlights in his drawings. (Actually,
that story is an entire book in itself.) Even though I had
met her only once, Rita had a huge influence on me. She
dedicated her life to dancing and had a very successful
career in the Vaudeville circuit and in Atlantic City during
her later years. She never had children.

Rough Number - Charcoal on Paper - 1997

45

On my mother’s side of the family, I received very different messages. My great
grandma emigrated from England to America when she was sixteen. I remember
one day lying next to her on the bed, not long before she passed at the age of
ninety-seven. She told me about when she was a young girl in England and then I
asked her what was the happiest day of her life. She answered, “the day I buried
my first husband”. I thought she had said married, but she quickly corrected me
and said, “no … buried”. She went on to tell me that he was the reason her
mother was burned in a fire and died. Her husband made illegal moonshine in the
bathroom of their apartment and had convinced her mother to help. Her dress
caught fire from a candle and in combination with the fumes, she ended up
burning to death. Yet, my great grandma stayed with him and together they had
five children. Her daughter, my grandma, was very young with two small children
when her husband was drafted in WW2. He survived, but never came back to his
family, so my mother never knew her father. My own mother had children very
young and sacrificed her youth to raise five children.
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Mourning Tea expresses the sacrifice of self, but not
in a healthy way. My family was full of caretakers
who were codependent on others. Even in her
despair, my great grandma always told me that a
cup of tea could cure everything and so I placed her
teapot central to the composition, myself in the
mirror in the east to represent the mental realm
(the observer), the bottles of alcohol and the
milkmaid (servant) in the physical realm, my
wedding bouquet and the doll in the emotional
realm and an image of a woman standing alone in a
theater in the spiritual realm. The truth was that
when I began to look deeper into the stories of my
family there was a lot of suppressed pain and anger,
resentment and unrealized dreams. Mourning the
loss of self was difficult to cure with a cup of tea. I
remember a colleague of mine once noted that the
lace on the table looked rather heavy instead of
light and airy.
Mourning Tea - Pastel on Paper - 1998
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In the drawing “Lovely Rita” I combined elements from
both my grandmothers and grandfathers. The male
aspects of my ancestors, the coat, and the alcohol which
to me represented escape, I integrated with the female
aspects, the tea which stood for healing, and Rita was a
symbol for my independence. In the foreground, I
included two strawberries referring to the possibility of
having children. Perhaps there was a way to weave it all
together, but it seemed a bit claustrophobic.

Lovely Rita - Charcoal on Paper - 1998
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And perhaps to escape this claustrophobia, to
shed the stories from the past and the identities
of others, I, in the final drawing of this series,
unveiled myself fully, removed the weightiness of
the big coat and the heirlooms. I felt a bit defiant,
I didn’t want anyone to steal my dreams, my
power and I often felt belittled by the men around
me. I pulled my hair back to reveal my face and
simply stated this is who I am. I was a strong
woman that carried the strength of my ancestors
who were artists, dancers, musicians, caregivers.
I also included a drawing of the drawing in
progress.

Self Portrait - Pastel on Paper - 1998
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A work in progress, I certainly was. I realized that
since I had graduated from Stanford in 1992, I had
been working from observation in a somewhat
realistic way, but I had only been drawing with
charcoal and pastel. I had not painted in a realistic
manner since my early days at the community
college. I had spent so many years working
abstractly with oil paint, but not in the style I truly
wanted. I had to make the shift to oil paint. I had
to address the decision between motherhood or the
all out pursuit of my artistic career. I placed two
postcards on my easel and secretly began my first
oil painting in over six years. I painted myself as an
older woman in the chair where I had once drawn
Rita. I placed a pear, to represent fertility, on a
plate in the center of the table and two
strawberries to represent my unborn children. One
of the postcards was from a Picasso painting of a
circus family that I had seen in France. The other
was ”The Girl with the Red Hat”, claimed to be a
Vermeer which I had seen during a visit to
Washington D.C earlier that summer.

Reflection 2 - oil on canvas - 1998
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Study - Family Circus - Pastel

Detail - Reflection 2

In the painting, I decided clearly to
bring forth The Girl with the Red
Hat and to play down the Picasso
family. I desperately wanted to
learn to work with oil paint as I
did when I initially saw the
Vermeer and Rembrandt in my
first painting class. Thirteen years
had passed and I hadn’t even
attempted it. What was stopping
me?
And if I chose to have children
there would be an even further
delay. Reflection 2 looked more in
the style of the Picasso than that
of a Vermeer, I was disappointed,
desperate and determined. When I
finished the painting, I turned it to
the wall and didn’t look at it for
almost six months.
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Not only did I bring home from my visit to
Washington D.C. a postcard of the Girl
with the Red Hat, but I had filled my
sketchbook with drawings of the
commuters on the metro. After turning
Reflection 2 to the wall, I opened my
sketchbook to rediscover the many
drawings I had made of all the different
people in the trains … lost in thought,
sleeping, staring out the windows, each of
them uncomfortably close to someone they
didn’t know, on the same journey, but
completely disconnected.
One chilly evening in the early Fall, I was
supposed to attend the parent-teacher
open house at the school where I taught,
but I had such a desire to begin painting,
that I called in sick and stayed in my
studio instead. I began making small oil
paintings on panels after the sketches in
my notebook. That night the series “People
In Transit” was born.

Daydreaming - Oil on Panel - 1998
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I nestled myself up in my studio, put some nice, classical music on and began painting a series of
small panels from the studies in my sketchbook. The first one came out fairly simple, the girl staring
out the window. The second one included two men, one light and one dark, staring at one another,
and … and then it came forth, in a small panel of 4 x 6 inches, an abstracted portrait of my
husband and myself sitting closely to one another, but very disconnected. I often felt overshadowed
by his dreams and ambitions … just like Gabrielle Munther had been overshadowed by Kandinsky.
It was a very disturbing thought and I tucked it away.

Eclipse - Oil on panel - 1998
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The following month on Friday November 13th, my life had taken a turn.
I brought two of my students to an art history lecture at the St. Louis
art museum. One of my students knew the professor very well and was
invited to attend the program. After the lecture, I was introduced to the
speaker and his wife Phyllis. They were both art historians and were
very impressed, from what they had heard from my student, about my
teaching. I was invited to their house for lunch the following month.
When I entered their house, I was shocked, it looked like a museum
filled with 16th and 17th century sculptures and paintings. We shared a
nice lunch together and then I showed Phyllis my slides of the Reflection
series. She was so excited that I was interested in the Old Masters work
and was working in a realistic manner. We talked further and made
arrangements for her to visit my studio. Also at that time, my colleagues
and I were planning to visit Italy in the Spring of 1999 with the painting
students. Phyllis offered to go along as an extra guide with her intense
knowledge of Italian art history.
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In March of 1999, we took 16 students to Venice, Florence and Rome. It was
another life altering trip. I was so overwhelmed by the greater than life
sculptures of Michelangelo and Bernini, the altarpieces of Pontormo, the
Vatican and the Sistine Chapel ceiling. Church after church in darkly lit
chapels, one could throw in a few coins to light up none other than Caravaggio
altarpieces. I spent half of the time laughing and the other in tears of joy and
amazement that one country could hold so many treasures! I continued
sketching on the trains and the vaporettos (water taxis) for my people in transit
series. On that trip, Phyllis and I bonded further. I confided in her my dreams
to paint like the Old Masters, yet with my heavy responsibility of teaching, I
didn’t have time to develop my own work. Italy and all of its genius brought
inspiration, but also deepened my frustrations. The interesting thing was when
I returned home, I turned all of my paintings to the wall. Instead of choosing to
paint like Caravaggio, I just wanted to study Vermeer, I just wanted to return
to that first quiet image of that ordinary moment of a woman pouring milk. The
light … there was something about that light … I didn’t want these dark,
shadowy biblical scenes of Caravaggio … I just wanted beautiful, quiet light.
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Detail of Reflection 2

Not long after our return from Italy, Phyllis came to my studio
to see my work. She was so enthusiastic about my Reflection
series and the pieces I had made about Sharon. She offered
to pay for the framing of seven large drawings. She also
purchased four of the pieces for more money than I could
have imagined. And so it began, I had a patron, someone who
finally recognized my work, besides my loving family of
course. I told her about the Milkmaid, my magic bottle and
my desire to learn the old techniques. She, being an art
historian and a sculpture conservator, recommended that we
visit the museums where we could talk to the conservators
who worked on the paintings. She suggested that we write a
study grant through the school where I taught to visit
Washington D.C. and I could study the Girl with the Red Hat
because it was in the collection. After six months of not
looking at the painting, I turned my painting of Reflection 2
around to show her that I already had chosen it. We both
stood there in disbelief!
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And so it began. I finally had the means to acquire
the information and the technique I had first
longed for. I received grant money to travel to
Washington D.C. and New York. Phyllis knew many
of the conservators who had worked on Vermeer
paintings, so we could acquire first hand
information about the pigments that he used, his
techniques and various methods that he may have
used including a camera obscura. I learned to
grind my own paints, prepare my own oak panel
and continued to look closely at his technique and
brushwork, the build up of his paint layers and
how he used color and light in his masterworks. It
was so enlightening and invigorating and yes,
intimidating at the same time. In October of 1999,
Phyllis and I made the journey to Delft, where
Vermeer had lived and painted. I wanted so badly
to see the light from which he painted, to walk on
the cobblestones where he walked. But first we
went to Amsterdam so I could look at the Milkmaid
and the Rembrandts in the flesh…the images that
had beckoned me to live my calling as a painter.
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At the recommendation of the head
conservator at the Mauritshuis, in The
Hague, Phyllis and I made plans to return
in the summer of 2000 to the Netherlands,
(Holland) to attend a workshop on 16th
century panel painting techniques. I was
so excited to return to the energy of that
country and to learn all that I could first
hand from experts. In the meantime, I
continued with my ”People In Transit”
series making small oil paintings and
large charcoal drawings. I delved deeper
into the content of transition, moving from
one place to another, from one stage to
the next. The notion that some people
were going through the motions or
sleepwalking through this amazing
journey … life … while others were very
aware of the magic, the wonder. The
inclusion of the window as a carrier of
light was reminiscent of the window in the
Milkmaid … I, too was in transition.

BLINK - charcoal on paper - 2000
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PSSST - charcoal on paper - 2000

I was becoming more and more disillusioned
with teaching. The students were wonderful,
but my colleagues and the workload was
exhausting. I wanted so badly to have more
time to develop what I was learning from my
Vermeer studies, to develop my own
paintings, to travel and experience more of
the world. I didn’t want to grow old and
become half of what I could become because
I was tied to a house, a job, and my
husband’s dream that always seemed more
important than my own. And perhaps
having witnessed Sharon’s death, changed
me. Her frail voice in my ear came to me at
quiet moments ... ”Karen, there is so much I
didn’t do” ... I placed the two aspects of
myself again in the foreground, the artist
versus mother/teacher, and from behind
appeared a confrontational figure who
seemed to adamantly say, follow your dream
... follow your soul.
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In July we returned to the Netherlands
for the summer course on 16th century
panel painting techniques. July 13th to
be exact, I sat next to Phyllis in a small
library in the Art Museum in Maastricht.
We were surrounded by excited chatter
from all of the participants, some had
been there the previous summer and
were so enthusiastic. I was also
expecting to have an amazing experience,
yet, I wasn’t expecting my life to change
that morning. It did. When the three
teachers entered, I was surprised that
one was a man, I thought that it was
going to be three women. The moment I
saw him, I felt like I had known him from
centuries ago ... he a jester and I a court
painter. I loved him immediately and it
was beyond reason or rationality. By the
end of the afternoon, he felt it too. AND?
... A year had passed until I saw him
again.

AND - Charcoal on paper - 2001
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GRIP - Oil on canvas - 2001

A lot had happened during that
year. I left the school where I
had so passionately taught for
seven years and was hired at
the university. Phyllis and I had
started a studio in downtown
St. Louis based on our
experience in Maastricht to
study Old Master painting
techniques and offer workshops
for the university and museum
public. I felt more and more
pressure from her to teach and
perform and it was interfering
again with my ability to develop
my own work. At this point, I
had drifted further away from
my husband, my family and
became increasingly consumed
by Phyllis, her ego and her
power. She had me in her grip.
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We returned to the Netherlands the following summer for
the 17th century painting techniques on canvas. I was
excited to learn the methods of Vermeer and Rembrandt
and even more excited to see my soul mate Rene, who had
haunted my heart for an entire year. We stood face to
face again, eye to eye, and he asked, “why didn’t you call
me?” Um … because I am married and have been in a
relationship for twenty years, but never convinced it was
right for me? Um … because you are in a long time
relationship … Um, I have just basically sold my soul to a
woman that has more money than god and has invested
so much in me and is slowly taking over my life? Um ...
because the way I feel for you scares me to death and you
live on the other side of the world and speak a language I
don’t understand … I am not sure why I didn’t call you …
But I had lived a year waiting to see you … I had been
barely holding on. After ten amazing days in his presence,
it was time to leave with no plans to see each other.
Heading back to America, my heart was in my throat. I
closed my eyes and let the tears roll down my cheeks. I
could only see two beautiful green eyes becoming smaller
and smaller as we flew further and further away.

Holding On - Oil on Panel - 2001
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When I was hired to teach at the university, Phyllis had also been hired to
teach. At the time, I thought what an amazing coincidence, but later I
realized that she with her money and power had arranged it. I was so
naive that I believed her. And even though she had her hidden agenda,
she offered me an opportunity to give a lecture over the development of
my work to her students of art history. The course was called ”The Seen
and Unseen” and was basically a religious approach to Art History. So, I
compiled seventeen years of work, the basis for this book, and I presented
it to her students and to mine. During my preparations, I spent many
sleepless nights in the attempt to weave everything together, to make
sense of my journey, to review all the series and how one thing led into
the other … this flowed from my pen during one of those nights …
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Fire and Water
“I suffer from insomnia. I often find myself awake at 2 a.m. tossing and
turning…a thousand images pass through my mind … I replay over and
over … little events from the day, my to do list, excitement about the future
... Possibilities ... Connections ... I weave together a quilt, much like the
spider ... current events with past occurrences … at times I am so weary
and tired, I beg my mind to shut down ... other times I find myself giggling
about a realization ... another connection in the web. Sometimes three
hours pass … Is it a blessing or a curse?
Tonight I light a candle, pour a glass of water and begin to write. I stare at
this still life on the table … fire and water … two of the oldest symbols ...
without either, we humans could not have endured. We take them for
granted … yet, they are timeless sources of life. When these archetypes
spring forward - my mind races through a million synapses to tally all of
my experiences pertaining to fire and water. I move easily in and out of
the present moment back to a primal moment. I feel so old, incredibly
ancient and so young at the same time. I am simple, yet assuredly wise. I
am aware of this duality, intrigued by polarities and in search … always
in a process of internal excavation, yet highly aware of the external world.
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I obsessively file away in my memory ... numbers, dates, colors,
sensations, sounds, forms ... I live in a deeply constructed internal world,
yet tread lightly on the earth with my antennas perched to listen to the
wisdom of the universe. I listen so intently that lighting a candle and
pouring a glass of water is a resonating action ... I am twenty thousand
years old and yet currently experiencing a flicker reflected in a glass ... a
heartbeat ... a flicker ... I am alive … when we experience these
archetypes it is sacred. To know the sacred is to know your death ... the
creative process for me is a reenactment of the life/death cycle. Artists
exist in the realm of birthing … ideas, relationships, juxtapositions … they
also experience the deconstruction or destruction ... the death of an idea
… the whole notion that one must risk to invent something from nothing ...
one must also risk the destruction of that creation ... at times to extract the
purity of a form … other times a total negation of the form.
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I look closely at this quilt … a tightly woven structure that represents my
unique path and it makes perfect sense … the patterns, the colors, the
intricacies of detail ... if I pull a thread my fabric will slowly unravel and
form one single line … a continuum … I gasp as I visualize this, rushing
past the million moments that make up a life ... this must certainly be
death … a clarity … as to how each symbolically packed moment
contributed neatly toward the pattern which constitutes my fabric. At
those moments I know … as I know both fire and water … A purging. A
renewal. Listen closely.“
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Blinded - Oil on panel - 2002

I had woven seventeen years of images
and personal stories together and I shared
it with the students. The reactions were
very touching. The students had been
clearly moved by my strength and my
passion and had written very heartfelt
responses to me. Of course, I felt that I
had really dusted the lilies that day.
Afterwards, Phyllis and I stood in the
freight elevator that brought us up to our
downtown studio. I couldn’t contain my
joy of having inspired these young
students. It also felt so gratifying to have
processed my work over the years and to
realize the power of my own personal
search. But most of all, that I could
communicate now through my paintings
what was in my soul. The journey from
light to dark to light again … I must have
been glowing and then Phyllis looked me
straight in the eyes and said, ”If you get
too high, I’ll knock you down.”
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That statement was a deal breaker for me. My heart sunk
when I heard it, but it also confirmed everything that I
felt. Phyllis did not have my best interest in mind. I was
being used to make her look important and interesting.
And then it seemed as if a filter slowly fell from my ears. I
began listening to what was really being said to me. At
this point, I wasn’t respected by Phyllis nor my husband.
I felt sick inside. The beautiful poetry that came in small
packages from across the ocean were filled with a
profound understanding and belief in my dream. I felt
cherished for who I was. And so there I stood … literally
between two worlds … My heart was torn between who I
was and what I hoped to become. When I looked around, I
had made a mess of my life in St. Louis. My marriage
wasn’t good, my professional life was filled with jealousy,
egos and hidden agendas from my colleagues, all my
identities or roles I tried to perform weren’t working for
me anymore. I had to make a decision to follow my heart
and soul’s work. I was so devastated by the idea of
hurting everyone, I wanted to die.

Self-portrait, oil on panel , 2002
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Oil on canvas, 2003

I wanted to fill my pockets with rocks just as Virginia Wolf had
and walk slowly into the Missouri river. I stood at the bank of
the river at two in the morning ... Frozen ... contemplating the
death of my being. My fabric, the million moments that made
up my life rushed before my eyes. My heart pounded ... I
couldn’t do it, I just couldn’t. I stepped away from the water’s
edge and took a deep breath of the wintry air and slowly
released it … I didn’t have to do it physically, but,
metaphorically I could die so that my new self could live. I
drove away from the river. The following morning I began to
paint my last painting that I would make on that side of the
world. I included the little girl from a Picasso painting (the
little girl in me) she is offering an apple to Eve (from a Cranach
painting), and the rest of the women represent all the roles of
myself: the Sybil, the teacher or intuitive side of myself. The
Milkmaid, the caretaker. Rembrandt’s Hendrikje, the lover.
The figures from the Villa dei Mysteri in Pompeii representing
the desperate, scared woman within longing to become the
powerful Goddess with wings to fly away from all that I was.
My sister once shared a quote with me: “Leap and the net will
appear”... and so I did.
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