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I have always drawn, painted, sewn, 

and written, from as soon as I could 

do each of these things. My parents 

always supported my artistic habits by 

doing things like making sure I had 

endless art supplies, letting little me 

draw all through church to keep me 

quiet, and paying for a three-year Art 

Instruction Schools correspondence 

course for me when I was in high 

school. Dad even drove me every 

day to The College of Wooster, one 

summer when I was 15, to take my first 

college art class with George Olson, 

the professor who would be my college 

advisor there many years later.

Mom saved junk mail paper for very 

young me, in a pile in the buffet in the 

dining room, and I drew all the time. 

Later they bought me canvas, acrylic 

paints, and brushes for my high school 

paintings, while I pretended that my 

bedroom was an atelier in Paris! 

My favorite thing in high school 

art—besides the big stretched canvas 

paintings—was designing and painting 

the gigantic prom murals when I was 

a junior at Smithville High School in 

1967. I watched the murals get burned 

up in a big bonfire after the prom and 

almost cried!

After that, I got so I didn’t want to 

throw away any of my work. I love 

how sketchbooks allow me to save my 

drawings and keep things in order.

A creative legacy begins

I learned to sew quite young, from my 

mother, who was a real perfectionist 

and made all of our clothes. I started by 

making crazy, experimental doll clothes. 

Then from ages 8–13, I took 4-H plus 

7th grade sewing in Home Ec, too.

At 18, I dropped out of college after one 

quarter at Kent State. I got married at 

the start of 1969 and got my own sewing 

machine and made my clothes and then 

my daughter’s, too, for years. I painted 

and drew constantly, and I made my first 

experimental quilt in late 1970 when I 

was pregnant with my daughter. I began 

her full-sized bed quilt with one freehand 

cut paisley out of a patterned fabric, 

sewn to another different-shaped paisley, 

and on and on, until the quilt top was 

made entirely of weirdly shaped paisleys 

all sewn only to each other with a zigzag 

stitch! I made a few patchwork quilts, 

but making them made me really restless.

In 1974, I added making pottery to 

my painting, drawing, sewing, and 

writing letters and diary entries. After 

I got divorced in 1976, I started a little 

music-based commune with my brother, 

and lots of people came there on Friday 

nights for folk music jam sessions. I did 

blue jeans repair and made pottery for 

a living. I also met Jimmy Acord, who 

moved in with us in our commune, the 

Needle’s Eye, in 1977, and soon began 

doing leather work. I helped him with 

that by making custom leather clothes 

and bags of my own designs, while I did 

my pottery, too.

In 1977, I had the chance to go back to 

college, because I wanted to improve 

my ceramics. But the lack of respect for 

colors in clay at that time soon pushed 

me back to painting and drawing.

At The College of Wooster, I took one of 

the very first art history courses about 

women artists in the country, in 1978, 
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with the very radical feminist professor, 

Thalia Gouma-Peterson. It was because 

Thalia brought feminist artists to 

Wooster that I met the painter Miriam 

Schapiro, who did two artist residences 

at my college in 1978 and 1980. She was 

going around spreading the idea that we 

women were making men’s art, and if 

we wanted to embrace our woman-ness, 

our feminism, we could think of ways to 

incorporate “domestic” skills we didn’t 

even consider to be art—that we did on 

our own—into our studio art.

I’d already been lobbying my advisor 

to let me make my paintings without 

stretcher bars so I could move them 

home or to shows more easily, and pretty 

soon I was stitching on loose cloth, 

adding my home-skills of all those years 

of sewing but now in a very funky way!

It was radical! Quilts that were art! 

Make the thing hold together well, I 

figured, but make it artsy! Make those 

stitches serve as marks!

Continued education

At Wooster, we all worked very 

independently in our majors, 

which got me really focused on my own 

style. So I was making my Women’s 

Art, and for my Senior IS (Independent 

Study, much like a thesis), I worked 

with kimono-shaped paintings using 

watered-down acrylic paints on muslin 

to represent various women in my life; 

one woman for each kimono. They were 

two-sided but not wearable, and I got my 

mother to help me with miles of hand 

stitching on the lines of the kimono 

paintings. We each did about half the 

huge amount of sewing. I made lots of 

paintings on paper and in my very first 

11" x 14" hardbound sketchbook for 

my IS, too, and I know that so-focused 

project was the main reason I got a 

teaching job for grad school! I loved 

working with my mother on those 

kimonos; that project I called “Soft 

Paintings from the Yin Garment Factory.” 

The final piece for my IS was my first 

painted art quilt, although we didn’t 

have that term back then. My quilt was 

a functional, full-size bed quilt made 

of painted panels, including a gigantic 

kimono form, fans, flowers, and writing 

all in Chinese, as was all the writing on 

the six women’s kimonos. We had that 

quilt on our bed for years, but when it 

started to get fragile from washing, I put 

it away. It is a treasure to me!

I graduated from The College of 

Wooster with a BA in Painting with 

Honors and Phi Beta Kappa.

The next day, my daughter Gretchen 

and I moved to Kent State because I 

was hired to teach drawing plus work 

on my own MFA program. Right away, 

I converted the kimono forms from 

Wooster to underskirts in Kent, to make 

my Women Symbol more American. 

I collaged real underskirts into big 

unstretched canvas paintings. I painted 

and embroidered some slips. I drew and 

painted them and women everywhere! 

And I ended up doing a creation story 

performance piece involving washing 

slips, chanting the creation story, and 

hanging the wet slips on a clothesline 

held up by the audience. It was called 

“A Line You Could Hang Clothes 

On” and the chant’s hook line was “in 

the beginning, there was this woman 

washing slips.” That very feminist,  

multi-media performance was probably 

my very first really radical art project. 

And I loved it!

Also at Kent, I started the support 

group Kent Women Artists as soon as 

I got there. We met weekly—students, 

townies, professors ... all women. We 

got shows on campus and off, and 

had a big time studying women artists 

throughout art history. I stayed in 

touch with Miriam Schapiro for many 

years, too. she sent me 100 slides of 

current women artists’ work for the 

School of Art slide library at Kent, 

and encouraged me to push for more 

women in our faculty.

And that’s how we got my advisor at 

Kent, Joan Gardner, since we fought to 

have a tenured woman on the painting 

faculty. I signed up as Joan’s first grad 

student and we became great friends.

For my MFA thesis, I made six large 

art quilts in a project I called “A Girl 

and Her Comet,” as Halley’s Comet was 

making its visit. My work had become 

very loose and funky—painting on 

canvas, cut up and re-sewn into quilts 

with narrative imagery and 3-D figures 

on the surfaces, surrounded by torn 

fabric streamers, often used to make 

big stitches in the canvas. I also sewed 

on them with knitting worsted and a 

darning needle. I made pockets in the 

canvas and layers for viewers to explore. 

These quilts were pretty outrageous, 

and I wasn’t thinking ahead to showing 

them out in the world. I just made them 

in great creative frenzies!

I got my MFA from KSU School of Art 

in 1986, and decided to not try to get 

a teaching job at a college, but to go 

full time in my artmaking, which soon 

led to teaching workshops around the 

country and in my home studio.
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Maturing as an artist

In 1987, I won Best of Show at Quilt 

National ’87, my first time to know 

about it or other professional art quilt 

shows. After that, I showed a lot, all over 

the country and in Europe and Brazil. In 

1989, Jimmy and I started collaborating 

on my quilts, with me asking him to 

make specific leather things for them. 

He also did a little machine free-motion 

sewing in some words on the quilts, as 

well as some airbrush painting, but it was 

hard to explain to him what I wanted 

on the quilts, so I ended up learning 

airbrush, too. 

That first collaborative art quilt was also 

the first ever Green Quilt, the start of a 

15-year worldwide project getting artists 

to make quilts with the intention of 

healing the Earth built into them. My 

friend quilt artist Robin Schwalb and I  

ran the GQ project, storing duplicate  

slide archives, while Robin also created 

optional labels for the quilts, with her 

hand-silkscreened designs on them. The 

Green Quilts Project was my first big taste 

of mixing politics into my art quilts, I 

think, and I considered all of my works 

during that 15 years to be parts of that 

project.

Since then my social commentary 

subjects have included things such as 

the 911 bombings; climate change; the 

Gulf Oil Spill; the rebellions of the Arab 

Spring; lives of activists like Eleanor 

Roosevelt, Nelson Mandela, Pete Seeger, 

Maya Angelou, and Buffy Sainte-Marie; 

disasters like Hurricane Katrina and 

last year’s hurricanes Harvey, Irma, 

and Maria; the Clinton, Bush, Obama, 

and Trump administrations’ actions; 

and various, always-current social 

movements. 

I had a six-month artist residency at 

MoMA PS1 in New York City in 1988, 

and then Jimmy and I got married in 

1990, the same year I had a month-long 

residency in China. From 1992–2002, 

Jimmy and I taught classes together, even 

in Ireland for a month and in Alaska. We 

were awarded NEA grants and I received 

some OAC (Ohio Arts Council) grants, 

but for many years now, I’ve made my 

living mostly by teaching.

By 2003 or so, Jimmy got so busy with 

his leather orders that he stopped 

collaborating on the quilts and teaching 

with me, even at our Turtle Art Camps 

at our home in Wooster, Turtle Moon 

Studios. I’ve traveled to England and 

Spain to teach and had solo shows in 

recent years. Jimmy holds down the fort 

at home, working hard on his leather 

creations that are so recognizable as only 

his work!

In 1998, I started the Kitchen Tarot 

project, which I’m still working on,  

since a tarot deck has 78 cards in it, and 

I’m now about 16 pieces short of the full 

deck. Looking at my Kitchen Tarot card 

quilts, you can see a big shift in how I 

work, as that project began in 1989 and 

has continued to change in process,  

from a lot of hand work and mixed 

media, to wholecloth painted and 

machine-sewn pieces.

My sewing was becoming more and 

more about obsessive stitching over 

painted pieces. I was adding lots of 

beads to my art quilts, mainly to create 

outlines around forms, and the stitches 

were getting smaller and smaller. I was 

teaching lots of basic embroidery—in a 

funky way—but I was feeling regret for 

having to spend so much time teaching 

how to make knots and various stitches, 

and even how to thread needles. I knew 

my special talent was teaching how to cut 

loose and let your own art voice come 

out. But that was getting lost in spending 

so much time just teaching sewing to the 

students. I was also teaching them how 

to use the airbrush and then the airpen, 

which I started learning to use in 2002, 

so I could write smaller and not have to 

stitch over all my words. The airpen is 

ideal for my work because it uses paint 

not ink, and its lines are much more 

permanent and visually strong than the 

marker I had been writing with and then 

embroidering over. 

All this teaching of techniques got in the 

way of teaching students how to just be 

spontaneous and let their art come out!

Changes
And then, at the peak of my teaching 

career, my granddaughter Eva was born 

and I ducked out of the teaching to take 

care of her for a year and a half. I’d use 

every spare moment to make my art, to 

paint the cloth, and then sew the quilts. 

But things were changing. The smaller 

I wrote with my airpen and black paint, 

the smaller the hand-sewn stitches 

needed to be, to not overwhelm the 

writing. So I was hand sewing more  

than ever.

In early 2005, I realized my fingertips 

had gone numb! It was painful, and I 

couldn’t feel what I was doing. I could 

barely thread my tiny beading needles; 

I’d always relied on my sense of touch to 

“see” while doing this! I couldn’t aim the 

needle right to sew on the beads, and my 

fingers just plain hurt.

The year before, I had begun to 

experiment with machine sewing—

making a funky grid—to quilt the 
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pieces instead of doing all my tiny 

hand quilting stitches with perle cotton 

threads. People loved that fanatic hand 

stitching in my painted pieces, but now I 

just couldn’t even do it, with my fingers 

being so numb and sore. 

So, in 2005, I made a big quilt with my 

new “crazy grid” machine sewing and 

it sold to Jack Walsh for his collection. 

He’d been looking at my work since 

he started collecting in 1993, but the 

piece he wanted to buy then was already 

sold. So for almost 12 more years, he 

and his buyer, Penny McMorris, saw 

my work but didn’t buy. They bought 

“NEO Buddha,” my first large piece with 

machine sewing, and it was my green 

light to make my art that way, in spite of 

all the people who wanted me to keep 

hand quilting. First of all, I couldn’t do 

it, and second of all, those people weren’t 

buying my work, and Jack was, and he 

didn’t mind the machine sewing!

This just flipped my world around! I 

felt like I suddenly came full circle, back 

to the paintings on stretched canvas I’d 

done in high school and early college! I 

was free to quilt much faster and I could 

work bigger again, because I didn’t have 

to bunch the quilting up in my hands to 

hand sew and bead it. (I had made big 

quilts by sewing a lot of smaller quits 

together on the wall, by hand, for a long 

time!) Now I could go huge (from my 

perspective) with wholecloth paintings—

and I did.

And I got much faster! I had been getting 

into political and social commentary 

on my works for a while, but with 

this machine quilting thing, thanks to 

my numb fingertips, I could address a 

current topic and have the art ready to 

show in a couple of months!

My work pattern became this: sketch 

for the piece, since I’m going to make 

something complex, while drawing it 

directly on the big white cloth on the 

wall, with my airbrush and black paint. 

(I don’t look at the sketches when I’m 

painting. I sort of memorize what my 

fave sketch has going on in it and just 

paint freehand, spontaneously.) 

Then I color it with the airbrush. 

Then, after just days of making that big 

painting, I write on it for weeks, using 

my airpen, doing research on my topics, 

and dating the entries. Then when the 

whole thing is finished as a painting, 

I do yet one more heat set—I heat set 

often, while working—and then make a 

big backing panel of cloth and pin it all 

together with batting in the middle, and 

then do my crazy grid machine sewing. 

I write more on the self-border I’d bring 

over from the backing and tuck under 

the painting’s raw edge, before I start 

quilting, and then write more stories on 

the border. Last thing is to hand stitch 

around the border edge, just to give 

myself a little bit of my beloved hand 

sewing, but not too much.

Next chapters
Right now, my new glitch is that with 

all the big finished freehand drawings 

I’ve been making in large, hardbound 

sketchbooks, for my own work in my 

teaching my online Lucky Drawing 

classes (begun in 2015), my studio time 

for art quilt making is really shrunken 

down. I am not getting 4 or 5 big art 

quilts made each year now. It’s more like 

2 or 3. So I’m thinking hard about how 

to make my quilts faster yet.

I’m toying with the idea of drawing my 

work on the cloth without sketching 

first, which is how I used to work, 

and just draw one or two ideas that 

are unplanned, at a time. I would 

keep adding over several days, and see 

what happens. This is one way I love 

making my complex drawings in my big 

sketchbook!

So, we’ll see where that goes. I love doing 

my social commentary, narrative painting 

quilts. I love entwining all kinds of 

stories, from very personal stuff, to very 

world-wide stuff, to very funky, woo-woo 

stuff. I love to work with family, women, 

politics, ecology, peace, astrology, tarot, 

history, biography, and current events. I 

love mixing them all together, which is 

really how I think. It’s a big wholeness 

that is my life. 

So these are my Time Capsules of the 

life events going on. While I make each 

piece, my small writing captures a lot 

of what’s happening! I also call my 

work Outsider Art, because it’s a hybrid 

between children’s art innocence and 

educated art, which I try to disregard! 

I am outside, somewhere between 

innocence and the Art World. I like 

being there.

I think my work still looks a lot like it 

did when I was little—or in high school, 

or in college—but is just a lot more 

detailed now. I think you can recognize 

my style over the years, because I’ve 

always done my own thing, wishing 

fiercely to have my work be recognized 

as mine. 

I hope my art has some good effect in the 

world. You just do what you believe in 

and what you’ve got to do. 
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