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Fragments: Of Nature, Of Myself 

Chapter 011e: The Journal 

Introduction: 

Ozark County in Southern Missouri rolls with ancient hills created through 

long centuries of erosion. It is sprinkled with national forests and hW1ters' woods 

and dissected by spring-fed streams and rivers that were at one time so cJear and 

clean you could drink from them. It was as a child that I walked these hi1ls, a 

bunter of dreams. 1 explored, 1 danced, I sang, and all the while 1 felt the presence 

of tree fairies dancing along with me in the tree tops coaxing my spirit to join them 

.in celebrating life. At times I sat in my tree house.in. the huge walnut tree in our 

back yard, or swung in my rope swing equipped with a perfectly fitted wooden 

seat and communed with God, listening, thinking, "who am 1, why am I here, what 

am [ here to do." At night I lay at the foot of my bed looking out my east window 

and watched the moon rise over a silhouette of trees as the hoot owl spoke bis 

words of wisdom. I felt God's presence so strongly at times that it literaUy 

overwhelmed me. I now know that psychologists call these "peak experiences;" I 

have learned to think of myself as a mystic. These events were a part ofmy 

nonnal daily existence; they were a famiHar part of my childhood experience. 

It was through this connection with natare and her Creator that J came to 

know myself as an artist at a very early age. Not an artist in the formal sense, 

perhaps, but a keeper of the iconography given to me as I searched for my own 

path. My drawings covered the refrigerator door, tb.e long wall in our living room, 

and the walls of my room 1 drew, I saw, I drew, and, still, I saw more. In this 
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drawing from and of nature I discovered the beginning of the direction for my life's 

journey. 

This love of the beauty that is nature inspired me to be a realist painter for 

many years, painting what I saw in landscapes, old houses and barns, flowers, 

woods, animals, and people. My southern Missouri roots supported this subject 

matter, as did St. Charles County, where I settled after a period of moving from 

project to project with my engineer husband. My accumulation of awards, and 

purchases, soon brought the .reputation as one of the top artists in my local area. 

Around 1982, something changed for me. Perhaps it was the words of an 

.important friend and mentor who had appreciated my landscapes, bams and houses 

painted in the traditional sense. I was excited to show him a new piece that was 

more abstract and filled with much feeLing. He responded with the comment, 

"Well, this is much more powerful than you.r 'little Ozark paintings."' I was also 

influenced by the comment of a vecy well-known local artist, during a show in 

which a new piece I was excited about did not win an award. She said, "It could 

be that your composition is weak." In fact, both of these statements, coupled with 

pe.rsonal events in my life at the time, stirred within me a growing restlessness and 

a dissatisfaction with what I was doing. There was so much more that l wanted to 

say than; "look at this beautiful painting; allow it to trigger nostalgia in you." 

There was so much more within me that pressed for expression. 

It was at this point on my path that I began to connect the imagery of my 

daily experience with the metaphor that underlies it. I became aware that when. I 

painted I was in touch with a deeper knowing. I began to hear the messages that 

each piece of art had to share with. me. In The Primal Mind· Vision and Reality in 

Indian America, Jamake Highwater writes, "It is here, in. this emblematic and 

visionary realm, that all art of the world finally possesses its vividness and 

power." 1 
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As a vision often divorced from its motivating power, art becomes 

decorative, a dubious achievement. I was longing to move beyond this point in my 

own an. On a technical leve~ I began a personal study of composition. I had 

heard a lot about composition: "this composition is very effective; here your 

composition is .rather weak .... " But never had I had a solid definition of what this 

really meant. What made it strong? What made it weak? Where are the limits? 

How do you push beyond the limits? I determined to answer these questions for 

myself To my surprise, I was unable to glean much tangible information from 

visual art books. I began to search through photography books where I found 

more specific information. I studied the subject thoroughly, outlined, combined 

new information with what I already knew, and came up with a presentation 011 

composition that not only answered my questions, but has benefited my students as 

well. 

Technique is important as are the principles of design; and, it takes long 

hard work to learn to effectively apply these skills. However, good techuique and 

composition is not "the answer." Somehow, it is important to derive your 

particular technique and design from your strugg]e with more important questions. 

What does an idea look like? How can I give form to feeling? How can I ask the 

question that isn't quite there yet? Where does the answer lie? What does all of 

this mean? 

Armed with much study and background on composition and technique, I 

began to paint pure feelings. I would begin by sitting quietly in front of a blank 

sheet of watercolor paper. Sometimes I would wet it with clear water, sometimes 

with a wash of color. Always I would begin painting, focusing on what [ was 

feeling inside. Joseph Zinker, iu his book Creative Process in C'restalt Therapy. 

says "Art is prayer." 2 But for me, art is not only asking the questions as we 
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beseech God in prayer, but it is a listening for the answers as in meditation, or its 

Christian equivalent, contemplation. 

In the process of making anything, a person not only illuminates and 
illustrates his inner life, but moves beyond personal expression to make 
something which stands by its self The work acquires its own internal 
validity, its own integrity. It is in. this process of making something which 
stands on its own integral structure that the creator contacts a concrete 
reality outside bis subjective life and moves into the transcendent. 3 

By painting in this intuitive way I was transcending my roots. The first 

piece I completed in this manner was a rendition of ocean, wave, a11d sun. It was 

identifiable as such, but very abstracted. The second painting was a woman 

leaning over what seemed to be a ball of light. She was done wet in wet, very free, 

and abstract. I titled ber, "Bringing Forth." This was the beginning of a true 

"bringing forth" for me as an artist. Both pieces sold almost immediately. I was 

en:couraged, yes, even inspired. I began to add texture with gesso, but technically 

the medium was watercolor. T entered two new paintings .in a show at the St. 

Peters Cultural Arts Center. I did not win. As I was picking up my work, Rich 

Brooks, the director of the center for the city, came to speak to me. "I wanted to 

tell you that both of these were worthy of awards. The judge was very impressed, 

but he said he was sure you could not achieve this effect with watercolor." We 

discussed my technique, which, of course, utilized watercolor as the medium. Rich 

announced to me that he would like to purchase both pieces for the permanent 

collection of the city of St. Peters. Th.is was further validation for the new work. [ 

was finding that to let go, to paint what I felt, and to intuitively let the painting 

flow out from me, was the best choice I could have made toward transformation in 

myself and my work. 
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A new journey began for me at this point. Becoming both prayer and 

contemplation, my work is a conscious exploration of all I fee~ of all that I am. By 

doing my art in this way, I fell in love with the process, which became a means of 

listening, learning and discovering. l awakened to the fact that my work speaks to 

me. It revealed things to me that were never before in my consciousness. It 

became a means of self discovery and understanding. 

It was, in.deed, this step in my development as an artist that :finally led to 

creativity classes and workshops and to the development of a philosophy that 

ultimately evolved into the book Through the Tnner Eye· Awakening to the 

Creative Spirit 4 

I'm not sure just when it first occurred to me that I should be writing down 

my th.oughts and feelings each time I worked on a painting; but at some point in 

time, I realized that doing so expanded the opportunities for insight. For some 

time now, I have been periodically writing my thoughts in a journal as I paint. It is 

in this new series, "Fragments: OfNature, OfMysel(" that journal writing has 

become a consistent part of the process. I am finding that insights are increased by 

utilizing journaling as a part of the painting process, working back and forth 

between the two. 

I began this series with a focus on getting in touch with my inner self and 

allowing that self to flow out through the various media that I chose. I wanted to 

feel free to utilize watercolor, acrylic, pastels, watercolor pencils, ink and pencil, 

depending on the mood that 1 was expressing. My connection with nature being 

very strong, I wanted to experiment by adding natural objects such as weeds, 

leaves, sticks, and stones in a collage fashion to the paintings. As I worked with 

these objects, sometimes mixing them into the acrylic paint, sometimes melding 

them into the painting ground, other times gluing, tying or sewing them onto the 

surface, I thought of the possibility of using natural dyes as an additional media. 
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This lead to experimenting with boiling blossoms, berries and nuts in order to 

create color. I am excited by the metaphoric method of approaching my art. Each 

medium, each object and each subject that emerges speaks to me of life and gives 

me further insights into myself as a participant in it. 

The creative process is a process of self revelation. ln a sense, it is a 

process of creating the self as well as discovering the self The creative encounter 

keeps us at a perpetual crossroads. At every moment we are faced with decisions 

that may send us off in some new directiou toward still greater discoveries. 

The creative process is also a wonderful healing tool. It enables us to 

contact our iuner child in an open and playful way, to nunure that child, and to 

validate him or her. 

"Fragments: Of Nature, Of Myself' is a journal recmd of the creative 

process at work within myself For this reason each part is dated and written in 

present tense. In this way [ can share with you the thoughts, feelings and insights 

as they came to me while I worked on this series of paintings. By recording in 

detail how this process has worked in my own experience, it is my hope that you 

might gain insights into how a similar process might be utilized to enhance your 

own life journey. 

Part/ 

September 19, 1995 

Fall is my favorite time of year. Metaphorically it personifies "letting go," 

dying, if you will, to what has been and is no longer relevant. This has certainly 

been the deepest message and th.e greatest challenge for me in this process we call 

"life." So it is appropriate that this series begins in the fall of 1995 as I look back 

over events that have resulted in the ending of a long-tenn marriage. It has been a 
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traumatic aud painful process, but I am beginning to see just how much positive 

change and growth has resulted from this experience. 

Change in my life always means change in my work. Now, in the fall of 

1995, I am feeling a need to make changes and to explore different painting 

grounds and mediums in order to express the intensity of change that I feel in my 

life experience. lo August I enrolled in the graduate program at Lindenwood 

College hoping to utilize the time spent working toward my MA to do this 

exploration. 

September 30, 1995 

"I Am Th.e Wind Blowing" (figure l) is the first painting of this series. It 

begins with texture created from the leaves of fall. I use Pin Oak Leaves, rust aud 

brown, fragile, dry, still clinging to the branches. I am fascinated by these 

tenacious leaves. The most strong-willed hang on for dear life throughout the 

entire winter, a tendency that I was also discovering and dealing with in my own 

personal psychology. It is as if they do not kn.ow that the branches are dead; there 

is no nurturance for them there. Still they cling, hoping the sap will begin to flow. 

Eventually, some will give up, realizing that the season is passed. 

For those tenacious leaves that do hold on until spring and her .nurturing 

sap arrives., an amazing insight is in store. They find they cannot drink of it. It no 

longer satisfies nor nurtures them They have grown beyond the need of it, and 

they must move ou~ taking a new form. 

I pluck such determined Leaves from the branches. The~ from tl1e clinging 

Leaves I build a textural grom1d of glue and leaves, some whole, some crumbled 

and spent, all pushed reluctantly into their future. To the glue and leaves I add 

coat after coat of gesso until the fragments meld together and form the foundation 

for layer upon layer of color. All this is built upon primed canvas stretched over 

extra wide stretchers in a gallery wrap method. 



Figure 1 I Am the Wind Blowing 





A landscape emerges with distant hills in purple, nearer hills in greens and 

grays, changing colors that are filled with energy. Bursting out of this landscape in 

splashes of color are exploding forms, circles and leaf shapes, blowing from the 

inner energy, shooting out, coming forth. Change is the music, wind is the 

vehicle. The wind plucks the reluctant leaves and carries them onward. The dance 

of life is carried on the wind. Am I the leaves, the wind? 

October 15, 1995 

A student walks into the studio. Her attention is immediately caught by the 

new work. "Jan, that is you. That painting is a self-portrait. I can see the wind; 

you are the wind blowing." 

She does not know how determined I have been to remain the attached 

le~ how much force it bas taken to shake me free so that I might become one 

with this wind. Because she always sees me as a free spirit, like the wind, she 

experiences this bursting, exploding, moving, changing, composition as a self: 

portrait. And, so it is. lam the clinging leaves, the last to let go; yet, once 1 do 

let go, I am the exploding energy. I am ever changing, moving, flowing, like the 

wind. "I am the wind blowing." 

Still fascinated with the leaf textures and curious about this new "stuff'' 

( clayboard) I picked up at the Dick Blick art supply store, I once again crumble, 

glue, place, and paint fragments ofleaves. I feel a need to explore this letting go. 

This painting expresses a quieter place, a feminine expression, more passive, no 

explosion, but a quieter energy. Nature brings me peace on a warm quiet day, a 

still day. The coolness of fall is only hinted at. The coolness of peace quiets the 

heat of passion that has been stirred by the intensity of change. 

Nature can storm and rain down in rage. She can warm and calm and fill 

witb peace and knowing. Aha, and so can L These fragments of natme are 



Figure 2 Fragments: Of Nature, Of Myself 
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fragments of me. I name this second of the series what is eventually to become the 

title for the series itself: "Fragments: Of Nature, Of Myself' (figure 2). 
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October 30, 1995 

I love working with the natural objects, the gesso, and clayboard. I 

remember the basket of sea shells that I collected on the beach in St. Petersburg, 

and I carry them into my studio. Again the memories begin to flow. The trip was 

in November, 1992. Gary, my ex-husband, and our youngest son, Jeremy, and l 

flew to Orlando where Gary had a business meeting. Only two months before, l 

had learned that our marriage was .in serious trouble. The trip was not an easy one. 

After the meetings were over, we drove to St Petersburg, visited the Salvador 

Dali Art Museum, then spent the night in a lovely motel on the beach. It was a 

magical twenty-four hours. I walked the beach in contemplative silence and 

collected these sh.ells. I found their broken, and fragmented bodies more 

interesting, and even more beautiful than had been their original forms. Like me, 

they had experienced life. They had smvived much. I, too, would be a survivor 

and become more beautiful for the experience. 

As I choose shells to incorporate in the next painting, I allow my mind to 

flow. For me the ocean is like creation itself. It contains a power that is awesome 

to behold. It holds danger; yet, it draws me as a moth to a flame. There is so much 

beyond the surface that cannot be seen. This is descriptive of life itself When I 

collected these shells, I had no idea just how much Jay beneath the surface, just out 

of sight, within my marriage. The discovery of these secrets was a painful, yet, 

enlightening path. 

I take some of the smaller more fragmented shells and crush them with a 

rolling pin. This creates wonderful texture. Then I start the application of 

watercolor to the clayboard. I love the greens, violets and blues of the sea. I let 

the colors flow and pool and bJend as naturally as posSible. Once I establish a 

pleasing movement of color l began to apply the crushed shell particles using glue 



Figure 3 Ode to the Sea 





11 

to hold them in place; then, I take the special shells I have chosen and place them 

into the composition. 

I make myself a promise to visit the ocean at least once a year for the sake 

ofrenewaL T christen the painting, "Ode To The Sea" (figure 3). 

Part. II 

November 8, 1995 

Passionate people touch me deeply. In "Re-creation" (figure 4), the fourth 

painting of this series, the passionate influence comes from my cousin, Tom I was 

reunited with him at a family reunion in June of 1995, after almost nineteen years. 

A few months later, after we began communicating through letters, I saw him in a 

meditation. There was a man's hand holding an iridescent marble. The man rolled 

the marble in his fingers, and I watched it grow to the size of a tennis ball. It 

began to glow and to pulse. Next, he held it to his eye. On the end of the marble I 

saw an eyeball The man pulled it outward forming a sort of telescope with th.e 

large eyeball on the end. I could see his face, it was Tom; and, I knew he could 

see much more than most people see. He is a teacher to me, as I am to him. 

The painting is created on a canvas ground. Watercolor paper, weeds, 

glue, and gesso create texture and shape. The shapes, forms, textures and colors 

become faces. They emerge one by one. Each appears as the time is ready, one 

growing out of the other. 

The wolf figure in the pajnting represents "the teacher" in Native American 

mythology. It is one of Tom's totem animak He is an encouragement to me in 

this time of change. We share a December 1 birthday, with mine being four years 

before his. 

The dove remains symbolic of Spirit for me. This is a spiritual journey l am 

on; and learning to trust that these changes will bring great growth on a spiritual 



Figure 4 Re-Creation 
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level is important to me. 0th.er figures within the painting emerge: a butterfly, 

another symbol of change, tmfolding into a greater beauty; my son sees a horse, he 

points it out to me, and l enhance the features only slightly. The horse has always 

been important in my life, especially in my childhood. Now l see ber as 

representing a new sense of freedom that I am beginning to find within myself 

The painting is full oflife forms. 

At the top right is a female angel figure? ls .it me? Yet, ram as physical as 

the woU: the horse, and the dove. This painting represents my duality, the hwnai1 

and the divine within me and within all of llS. In it is reflected both present and 

future. This is seeing in.to what is to come, a re-creation of the self that only 

comes from much pain, much joy, much feeling; th.at only comes from pure 

passion. This painting points me to both the new and the already known. I caU it, 

"Re-creation." 

December 1, 1995 

It is my birthday. Another meditative vision on this day inspires the next 

painting. I see faces and forms of beings in a giant, rotating mass, moving 

clockwise. They are all fami1iar to me. They speak great wisdom These beings 

come to me from the North ofmy being, which represents a fin.al direction that is 

opening to me. Again, Tom plays a role in the message of this painting. The 

Indian. Circle that lies in Ozark County, the county ofmy birth, bas been visited by 

Tom. He means to take me there. He shares poetry that he has written there the 

year before. The circle is laid out in accordance with the directions, North, South, 

East and West. I sense a connection with this vision and the Indian Circle. 

The mass of beings continues to move. They speak to me saying, "When 

we hang on to something or someone who bolds us back, we slow the movement. 

When we learn to let go we enable the movement to increase. We are all guided. 

There is nothing to fear, explore the North, the tmknown." I am awakened to the 



Figure 5 Where the North Wind Spe~ 
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widerstanding that Native American teachings have something to say to me about 

who I am and why am I here. 

The circle was called by Tom, "The Place Where The North Wind Speaks." 

So my painting is named ''Where the North Wind Speaks"(figure 5). It is a 

transition piece for me. Letting go and moving on is the message. Someday, l will 

visit this place. Already I listen to the words and their wisdom. 

Partm 

January 16, 1996 

I have a quiet time following the completion of"Where the North Wind 

Speaks." It is during this interim that I meet Steve. He is a musician and 

composer in San Diego. We connect on line through the internet. We have in 

common our creative intensity. He sent a tape of his music in December. I listened 

and 1 wept. Something is touched deep within me. Something of his own pain 

touches mine. A new painting began to form in my mind. 

"Season of Change"(figure 6), as I name it, brings a sense of even greater 

change. l11ere is the feeling that I am moving on all levels, intellectually, 

spiritually, emotionally, and posS1l>ly even physically. I feel some fear connected 

with these changes, fearful only because I have drawn the "knowing" of them to 

me before the time is right that I can accept them 

February 2, /996 

The painting, "Season of Change," expresses great power and great energy; 

a great goddess emerges. She was intended to be a dove, but a goddess insists 

that she be born in this painting. The goddess inspiration must come from Dr. 

Elaine Tillinger, who awakens the sleeping goddess in each of us in her Women's 

Art History class. It is through this painting that the goddess begins to speak to 

me. 



Figure 6 Season of Change 
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Steve, too, stirs me to a deeper awakening with his mu.sic and lyrics. I 

know before I feel ready to know. Never have [ struggled with a painting as I 

struggle with this one, obsessively beginning it ju early evening and painting mto 

the wee hours of the morning, painting in, paintmg out, painting over. This is my 

past, my present, and my future. These are my fears, my hopes, and my dreams. 

"I'm going up to the mountain, I've been in the valley long enough ... " 5 

These are the words to the song. It is the season of change, major change, life 

changing change. I welcome the change; but it also scares me. Can I trust; can 1 

rise above and beyond pain, beyond betrayal? Can I know love ID the way I 

believe it can be? Again, as I write, deeper understanding comes. I believe my 

destination to be the mountain, whlch in some way includes relation.shlp with 

Steve. I feel that the lion atop the mountam on the Left represents him He has 

written a story about a lion born with wings. But when we actually meet will I be 

forced to go beyond even this. I see that the mountain is behind me to the le.ft in 

the painting. And, I am amazed to find that unconsciously I have painted a female 

lion atop the second mountain. What does she represent? Perhaps she and the 

male lion represent the male and female aspects within each of us. l believe that 

the balancing of these aspects is an important part of evolving on a spiritual level. 

Many creative people have a more balanced anirna and animus. The movement of 

the goddess is upward and to the right. Perhaps the changes bring me not to 

relationship but to the time of aloneness. It jg a time of finding even deeper 

aspects of myself and of touching my inner power, as I explore the goddess within. 

Part JV 

April 3, l996 

Four feet by four feet, stretching primed canvas over hand-build on top of 

store-bought oversized stretchers, wrapped gallery style, carefully, stressing 











Ode to the Sea 

The sea touches me. 
Though Jam here 
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In the mid-section of this land, 
I hear it in my breathing 
As the earth breathes. 
[meditate. 

On my table, 
Scattered in a pattern, 
Random, but so pleasing, 
Are bits of glass, 
Textured 
By salty waters. 

I taste them in my smd, 
With each meal 
That nourishes me, 
As I sit by candlelight 
With friends, 
Or alone. 

And on the shelf 
Sits a sampling, 
Assorted shells, 
Chipped and weathered, 
Each with its own story, 
Reminding me. 

1 must give this gift to myself 
it is the promise, 
A drive to the ocean, 
A cradling of my very being 
In the warm salty arms 
0/God. 
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Season of Cha11ge 

ft is no longer the time for toys 
Nor innocent romance. 
You have moved far beyond the days 
Of dreaming dreams 
of "happily ever after." 
Change .... 
She screams at you, 
In your sleep, your solitude, 
And even when you. think 
Someone is pulling close enough 
To playfully whisper 
In your ear. 
Change .... 
She charges through 
Feelings of "this is enough. " 
You keep focusing 
On the "light at the end of the tunnel" 
Only to find 
It is but another lamp 
lighting the way. 
And change takes you beyond the mountain, 
Away from the forested hills 
Filled with those who watch, 
Higher and higher, 
Beyond where the swan can fly, 
Beyond even your wildest dreams. 
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Two By Two 

Here we stand, 
Living it in such varied ways 
This dance of relationship, 
Touching of bodies, 
Baring of souls. 

Yet, the aloneness 
Stands between us, 
Always, 
Like a whisper. 
Ora scream. 

Two by two 
We attempt to walk, 
Stepping in rhythm, 
Grasping hands, 
Clinging. 

Until we draw so close ... 
Unable to breathe; 
The dance takes us apart 
Before we can see 
The other. 
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The River 

This flow follows no sure course, 
Turning and bending, stretching, 
Trying to expand within the banks. 
We become too broad; 
Swelling and rolling, we try to remain contained, 
Lapping edges, digging deeper into the soil, eroding 
The safe boundaries. 
Twigs and stones are tossed, 
Swept and swirled, 
A liquid whirl-wind 
Along our path. 
Until once again 
We create 
A quiet pool 
Ofpeace. 
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Two Horses 

"You cannot ride two horses. " 
This is his fear, not mine. 
"Risky, " he says, 
"Can't do all I need to do, 
Too much energy 
Required" 

My horses trot and gallop 
Around the ring, a circle. 
I have been doing 
This balancing act, 
Weight shifting, 
All my life, 

The chaos of relationship, 
The calm of creativity, 
The domestic, the wildish, 
Straining together 
Against the reins 
Within me. 

Some cannot survive it; 
Some things cannot survive 
My surviving it. 
Some relationships, 
Some beliefs, 
Must be let go. 

Two horses, 
Let them go; 
Control 
Is the illusion. 
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TJ,e Third Element 

1 have walked the path of should, 
Marked right and wrong, 
In black and white. 

Things seemed so simple then. 
Now I find a maze 

of gray, 
subtle shades, 

And a strange music 
Begins the dance. 
No one calls the steps; 
There is nothing left but self 
To hinder me. 
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Weavings 

Nature nurtures my naked needs. 
Twigs and twines and textures 
Weave in and through 
Over and around, 
Assuaging like bandages 
My healing wounds. 
The wind teases 
My winding waves of ochre hair, 
Navigated by bmsh and comb, 
Like a maze of wheat. 
I smell the scent of pine and cedar, 
Dust and crumbled leaves, 
That mingle with the smoke 
Of seasoned oak 
Wamiing the chill of wooden houses. 

We cannot live without nature 
Who breathes our breath 
And give us hers, 
Exchanging life for life. 
We are woven around these branches 
And rooted about stones like tendr;/s 
That work their way upward 
From her very center. 



Fathers and Sons 
(or false security) 
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Ours was no glass house. 
Instead, I felt no need to hide. 
Didn't we, after all, "have ii all?" 
Three bouncing boys, 
''My three sons, " ours ... 

Twas wife and lover, friend and mother 
Creating the "perfect" home; 
And security was implied .. 
Assumed 
The puppy that our first son held close, 
Bumping its nose against his awn, 
Was so very "real. 11 

And our middle child 
Carried his security safely with him; 
His right thumb, always available, 
And it didn't fall onto the floor, 
Having to be tucked away 
Unti I it could be washed 
My thumb fits into the stone 
That is his. 
I place my print there 
As a reminder. 
The stripes of the blanket, 
That so11 ,mmber three 
Carried and cuddled 
Unti I he was far to large 
To carry, 
Are here as well. 
And father, too, takes his place 
Among the things that seemed so safe, 
So permanent, 
All our false securities. 
Bu.t we grew, 
My sons and I. 
Security comes in standing still, 
And 110 thing stands still. 
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One Woman Waterfall 

l stand staring over the edge, 
Havingfoundform like the mountains, 
Ancient as the stones, 
Bare and sun-soaked among the boulders, 
And feeling my toes 
Dig into the soil, 
Twining happily 
Around the rocks and roots 
That have surfaced nearby. 
J feel myself leaning forward, 
Flowing, falling, 
Arms spread wide, spilling 
Open to what is to come, 
Vulnerable in my nakedness, 
But far from shy. 
There is too much energy 
In the falling 
To feel/ear, 
Toomuchjoy 
In the letting go, 
And such great power 
In tn1sting the wiknowing. 
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Chapter Three: Tl,e Recipes 

One of the most fascinating aspects of natural dyes is the variability and 
unpredictability of the colors one can expect, even under what appears to 
be uniform conditions. The plants themselves vary, depending on their age, 
soil conditions, and growing conditions; the dyer will vary in the techniques 
used as to timing, mordanting, dyeing, and subsequent procedures. The 
basic materials dyed will differ as well. All of this, we feel, adds to the 
pleasure and spice of using natural dyes and provides a charming variability 
not approached by synthetic dyes. The warmth of uatural colors has a 
glow, the glow of nature and man worlciug in close conjunction. To us, 
even a less than ideal color has a warmth and beauty to it when we th.ink of 

the plant and the circumstances under which the plant grew. 1 

Recipes for the following dyes have been taken basically from the sources 

listed in my bib]iography. I quickly found, however, that because I used these dyes 

for very different purposes than for dying fabrics, the process had to be somewhat 

changed and adjusted to my own purposes. It was my desire to acquire the results 

as quickly and as efficiently as possible. I did not use chemicals for creating 

permanency in fabrics, therefore the colors achieved varied somewhat at times 

from what was expected when such chemicals were used. As a result the recipes 

herein are original though based on information found in books relating to creating 

natural dyes for the dying of fabrics, ma.inly wool and cotton. 

I have also chosen to utilize natural objects that occur frequently in the 

Midwest where I grew up. The greatest enjoyment of working with nature in the 

creation of art comes from your own exploration. For this reasoD, I urge you to 

not be limited by my findings. Experiment on your own using any natural source 

that might come to mind. Consider a lumber mill as an excellent source of bark and 

some types of wood, for example. Health food stores and organic food stores can 

provide a surprising number of roots, leaves, and flowers useful in dyeing, usually 

in the form of dried plants packaged and marketed as teas. Fruits a.nd nuts can be 



65 

harvested freely without fear of destroying the plant populations, as can common 

weeds such as go.ldeurod, pokeweed, dock, and plantians. Garden plants can be 

harvested freely without fear of depletion. However, roots and barks are another 

matter, and their removal can damage trees and plants if carried to extremes. Be 

sensitive to the environment as you collect your materials. 

Part I: Yellow, Gold, and Brassy Dyes 

Apple Bark 
Chop the bark, cover with water, and soak overnight. 
The next day boil for 2 hours and strain. 
Discard the bark, and add water to consistency for 

a golden yellow. 

Chrysanthemum Blossoms 
Blossoms can be used fresh or dried in the SWI or slow oven. 
Blossoms should be picked when they are in full. bloom. 
Place chrysanthemum blossoms in container, 
cover with water and boil for about 45 minutes. 
Cool. Remove the refuse, and the liquid becomes the dye bath, 
makes various shades of yellow. 

Chrysanthemum Blossoms and Ma.rigold .Blossoms 
Pick late in summer, can be used fresh or dried in sun or slow oven. 
Place the combined blossoms in container, 
Cover with water and boil for about 45 minutes. 
Cool. Remove the refuse and use for making 

various shades of brass. 

Cocklebur 
Cut the cocklebll[s from their stalks, 
place in container, 
cover with water and soak for 12 hours. 
Boil in water in which they have been soaked for about 2 hours. 
Add extra water as it boils away. 
Remove cockleburs and use dye bath to make 

a soft yellow. 
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Dahlia Blossoms 
The red, pink, and yellow dahlia blossoms will produce various 

shades of yellow. 
Place blossoms in container, 
cover with water, and 
boil for 45 minutes. 
Coo]. Remove refuse and use for ma.king 

various shades of yellow. 

Dandelion Blossoms 
Blossoms must be used fresh ( the more swishin.e th.ey have 

received, the deeper the color will be). 
Place blossoms in. container, 
cover with water, and 
boil for 45 minutes. 
Cool Remove refuse and use for making 

various shades of soft yellow. 

Day Lily Blossoms 
Cut when in full bJoom, different varieties may be combfrted. 
All varieties make yellow dyes. 
Place blossoms in container , 
cover with water, and 
boil for 45 minutes. 
Cool Remove cooked blossoms and use liquid to 

make yellow dye. 

Goldenrod Blossoms 
All varieties make good dyes. 
Cut bJossoms when well opened and ripe. 
Use within a few hours after cuttin.g for best results. 
Cut blossoms and stem nearest blossoms into l" to 3" lengths, 
place in. container and cover with water. 
Boil for 2 hours. 
Coo~ remove refuse and use for making 

various shades of yellow, becoming brighter when dry. 

Lily of the Valley 
Yields no color in early spring, in 
late spring and early summer, makes yellow-green, in 
late summer and fall, makes gold and rust. 
Cut the lily of the valley stems and leaves into I "-3" sections, 
place in container, cover with water, and 
boil for 1 hour. 
Cool Remove refuse and use for shades of yellow and gold. 
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Marigold Blossoms 
Can be dried .in sun or used fresh. 
Can be mixed with various varieties. 
Blossoms should be picked when in full bloom. 
Place blossoms in container and cover with water. 
Boil for 45 minutes. 
Cool Remove refuse and use for making 

shades of yellow or gold depending on variety used. 

Peach Leaves 
Best results achieved when picked in late summer until .first frost. 
Leaves.must be used fresh. 
Place fresh leaves in container, cover with water, and 
boil for 2 hours. 
Remove cooked leaves and use to make 

sh_ades of yellow. 

Queen Anne's Lace 
Also known as wild carrot. 
Gather when in bloom, use blossoms, stems, and leaves for dye. 
Must use when fresh. 
Cut whole plant into 3" or 4" lengths, 
place in container and cover with water. 
Boil for about 2 hours. 
Add extra water as it boils away. 
Cool. Remove the refuse and use to make 

a range of yellow colors. 

Red or Yellow Onion Skins 
May mix various varieties. 
Results are unpredictable. 
Onion bulb will also make a dye. 
Place onion skins in container and cover with water. 
Boil until the skins are almost clear. 
Cool. Remove refuse and use for 

a dark gold. 

Zinnia Blossoms 
Pick when in full bloom. 
May mix varieties. 
Place fresh zinnia blossoms in container and cover with water. 
Boil for 30 minutes. 
Cool Remove refuse and use for 

making shades of yellow. 
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Part II: Red and Pink Dyes 

Bloodroot 
Cut roots into 1" to 3" lengths. 
Place in enamel container and cover with warrn water. 
Soak for 12 hours. 
After soaking, simmer roots in the same water as soaked in 

for about 2 hours. 
Cool Remove the refuse, and use liquid for making 

a purple-red. 

Crab Apples 
Place in enamel. container and cover with water. 
Boil until the apples are soft. 
Cool. Strain. Use liquid for making 

shades of pink. 

Lavender and Rosemary "Extract 
Pour one ounce of extract of Lavender and rosemary in enamel 

container. 
Stir in about 3 qts. warm water and heat to simmer temperature 

to make a dark rusty rose. 

Madder 
Place 1/8 Jb. of powdered madder in enamel or glass container. 
Add enough water to make a thin paste. 
Let the mixture soak for about 12 hours. 
It will thicken and expand during this time. 
After soaking, transfer the mixture to a one gallon container 

and add 1 qt. of water. 
Stir until all thick masses of powder are dissolved, 
heat liquid to a simmer temperature (180 to 200) 

and hold there for 10 - 15 minutes. 
Do not boil (boiling will bring out the yellow dye substance). 
Cool 
Makes red. 

Pokweed Be"ies 
Pick late in summer after they have turned dark purple color. 
Dried pokweed berries make brown. 
Cut the pokeweed berries and stems into 1"-3" lengths, 
p.lace .in enamel container, and cover with water. 
Boil for 45 minutes. 
Crush berries while cooking to obtain all the color substance. 
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Cool Strain and use liquid for a 
red with a yellow tone. 

Scarlet Sage Blossoms (Salvia) 
Pick blossoms from stems. 
Place in enamel container and cover with water. 
Boil 30 minutes. 
Cool. Remove blossoms and use liquid to 

make deep red. 

Part m: Blue Dyes 

Elderberries 
Pick purple-black elderberries when completely ripe and use 

within a few hours. 
Cut the elderberries and their immediate stems into l "-3" lengths. 
Place in enamel container, cover with water, and 
boil for 1 hour. 
Crush the berries while they are boiling and add more water if 

needed. 
Cool. Strain and use liquid to make 

deep purplish-blue. 

Indigo Extract 
The safest simplest method of dissolving indigo powder for making 
an extract is to dissolve with fermented hwnan urine. It requires a 
minimum of two weeks to complete the process. This method can 
be used safely for creating a dye to use as paint. 
However, due to the undesirability of this method, I chose not to 
use it and instead used watercolor and acrylics to achieve the blues 
I desired for my paintings. 
The procedure is as follows: 

1 pt. human urine 
8 tablespoons indigo powder 

Put the human urine in a tightly sealed glass jar and place in 
sunshine until the urine ferments (takes about a week to ten 
days at 75 degrees). 

Odor is very offensive and liquid spews when the jar is unsealed 
when urine is fermented. 

Add powdered io.digo, a little at a time, and stir well after each 
addition. 

Allow mixture to remain in the sun.Shine or in a temperature above 
75 degrees for another week to ten days. 

Stir or shake it well at least once a day. 
When powder is dissolved, the liquid is the extract. 
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When diluted with water to make the dye bath the odor is no more 
offensive than many other vegetable dyes odors. 

Makes deep blues to light blues depending on how diluted. 

Part VI: Orange and Rust Dyes 

Hollyhock Blossoms 
Various colors can be mixed. 
Blossoms should be picked when in full bloom and used fresh. 
Place hollyhock blossoms in enamel container and cover with 

water. 
Boil for about 30 minutes. 
Cool. Remove refuse and use liquid to make 

oranges and rusts. 

Lily of the Valley 
Pick blossoms in the fall for gold and rust dyes. 
Cut lily of the valley stems and leaves into L"-3" lengths. 
Place in enamel container, cover with water, and 
boil for 1 hour. 
Cool. Remove refuse and use liquid to make gold and rust. 

Pokwud Be"ies 
Prepare as for red with yellow tone dye from red dye section. 
Prepare red Onion Skin dye from yellow section. 
Use one dye over the other to produce various shades of rust. 

Part V: Green Dyes 

Barberry Plant 

Any variety of barberry plant will make a dye. 
Cut in late summer and fall, use fresh or dried. 
Cut the barberry canes and leaves into 3"- 4" lengths. 
Crush canes before cutting to help release the color. 
Place cut pieces in enamel container and cover with warm water. 
Allow to soak 24 hours. 
After the barberry has been aJJowed to soak boil in same water 

2 hours. 
Cool. Remove the refuse and use liquid to make a range of 

shades of green. 

Sumac 
Use Sumac with red berries, cut in late summer and fall after berries 

have turned red. 
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May be used fresh or dried for later use. 
Cut sumac into small pieces, place in enamel container and soak 

24 hours. 
After soaking, boil in same water for 2 b.ours. 
Cool. Remove refuse and use liquid to make shades of green. 

Part VJ: Lavender and Purple Dyes 

Blackbe"ies 
Pick blackberries when they are absolutely ripe; they can be used 

fresh or frozen. 
Place blackberries _in enamel container and cover with water. 
Boil for I hour or until the color has been boiled out of the benies. 
The berries should be crushed while boiling to obtain all of the 

color. 
Cool Strain and use liquid to .make a purple which has a 

brown tone (will fade some in sunlight). 

Concord Grapes 
Use ripe and fresh pwple Concord grapes. 
Pick and place in enamel container and cover with water. 
Boil for about 1 hour or until color has boiled out of the grapes. 
Crush grapes while boiling to help remove the color. 
Cool. Strain and use liquid to make a range oflavenders 

and pwples. 

Elderberries 
Use purple-black elderbenies picked when completely ripe and 

used within a few hours of picking. 
Can also be frozen for later use. 
Cut the elderberries and the part of the stem nearest the berry into 

1 " - 3" lengths. 
Place in enamel container and cover with water and boil 1 hour. 
Crush berries while boiling and add water to keep from scorching. 
Cool Strain and use liquid to make shades of lavender. 

Wild Grapes 
Can be used only when ripe. 
Can still be used for a few weeks after the frost has hit. 
Pick grapes from stems, place in enamel container and cover with 

water. 
Boil for I hour. 
Crash to release all coloring matter. 
Cool Remove refuse and use liquid to make various shades of 
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lavender to dark bluish-purple. 

Part VII: Tan and Brown Dyes 

Acorns 
Collect acorns after they are mature from tree or ground. 
Do not use last seasons due to fading. 
Place in enamel container and cover with water. 
Soak for l2 to 24 hours. 
Boil acorns in same water for 2 hours. 
Cool Remove refuse and use liquid to make shades of tan 

that is color is fast. 

Barberry Plant 
Use green and red leaf varieties of the barberry plant. 
Cut .in late summer and fall, use fresh or dry ( dry plant gives lighter 

color). 
Cut the barberry canes and leaves into 3" to 4" lengths. 
Bruise or crush the canes to help release the color. 
Place .in enamel container and cover with water and 

soak for 24 hours. 
Boil in same water for 3 hours. 
Cool. Remove refuse, and use liquid to make a range 

oftan colors. 

Beets 
Not an excellent source of dye, but can be used. 
Wash soil from beets. 
Place in enamel container and cover with water. 
Cook witil beets are soft. 
Cool. Remove refuse and use liquid to make 

various shades of tan. 

Blackberry Vines 
Young blackberry plants produce strongest dyes (use l to 2 year 

olds). 
Mid summer after several weeks of hot swishine is best time to 

gather. 
Cultivated or wild varieties may be used. 
Cut vines and leaves into l" to 3" lengths and place in enamel 

container. 
Cover with water and let soak for about 12 hours. 
Boil for 3 to 4 hours. 
Cool Remove vines and leaves, and use liquid to make a 

reddish-tan. 
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Black Walnut Hulls 
Produce best dyes when fresh and when bulls are green spotted 

with brown. 
Can be dried and used later. 
Do not use last seasons walnuts. 
Break hulls from walnuts, place in enamel container. 
Cover with water and soak for 24 hours. 
Add water as needed, boiling for 3 hours. 
Cool Remove solid matter and use liquid to make brown. 

Red Cedar 
Known as jWliper in some geographical areas. 
Collect berries and twigs in late August. 
Other seasons may give different colors. 
Cut twigs with berries on them into 4" to 6" length pieces. 
Place in enamel container and cover with water. 
Soak for 24 hours. 
Boil in same water for 2 hours. 
Cool. Remove refuse and use liquid to make various 

shades of red brown .. 

Sassafras 
Cut sassafras twigs and leaves in late summer until frost. 
Cut into J" to 3" lengths and place in enamel container. 
Cover with water and soak 24 h.ours. 
Boil in same water for 3 hours, adding water as necessary. 
Cool. Remove the refuse and use liquid to make various 

shades of tan. 

Scarlet Sage Blossoms 
Also known as salvia. 
Pick blossoms when they are in full bloom, can be used fresh or dry. 
If blossoms are exposed to extended hot sunshine it will make the 

pigment stronger and give the best dye. 
Pick blossoms from their stems and place .in enamel container. 
Cover with water. 
Boil for 30 minutes. 
Cool. Remove blossoms and use liquid to make tao to brown. 

Sumac Berries 
Use red sumac berries (white berries are poisonous). 
Make a very fast vegetable dye as it contains tannic acid. 
Use berries, twigs, and leaves fresh or dried. 
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Do not use last years benies. 
Cut or break the berry heads .into small pieces. 
Place in enamel container and cover with water. 
Soak for 24 hours. 
Boil in same water 2 to 3 hours. 
Cool Remove the refuse and use liquid to make 

shades of tan. 

Sunflower Seeds 
Use mature dried sunflower seeds. 
Place sunflower seeds in an enamel container and cover with water. 
Soak for 12 to 24 hours. 
Boil in same water for 2 hours. 
Cool Remove seeds and use liquid to make a yellow tau. 



75 

End Notes 

Chapter Three: 

1 Arnold and Connie Krochmal, The Complete IDustrated Book of Dyes 

from Natural Sources (New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1947) 2. 


