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As a Fibers Artist, time has always been a challenge for me.  Just 

plain living takes so much time, and when a teaching career is added, 

there is little left for the creative process and studio work.  I thought I 

was not really productive in the studio while I was going through 

challenges of balancing home and school.  But in retrospect, I realize 

I really was productive by channeling my creative energies in a 

number of ways: 

As a brand new teacher, fresh out of college, and having already decided to specialize in 

Fibers.  I packed up a project bag with a pre-woven rya rug backing (on which I drew a 

simple design), some yarns, a measuring tool, and a large tapestry needle.  I kept the bag 

at school, available for the snippets of time available to work on the rya rug during faculty 

meetings and in the faculty room (I was told that teachers thought I was stuck up if I never 

left my classroom, so I scheduled a 

couple of periods a week to talk with 

teachers in the faculty room and did my 

planning at 5:30 in the morning and at 

home).  It was a bulky bag that I lugged 

around, but I learned about trying to fit 

into the building and being a member of 

the larger school community.  I believe it 

took all year to finish that Rya Rug. 



Time to balance teaching and art making didn’t shift any over the years, and I decided that I 

wanted to complete more than just one artifact in a school year.  I looked for projects that 

would not require much of an investment in time.  I tried jewelry making for a couple of 

years.  A new bag of materials accompanied me to meetings and on car trips when 

someone else was driving. 

Feltmaking jewelry: 



 

 

 

But I eventually decided I didn’t really find jewelry satisfying – too much assembly.  And, 

fibers jewelry making was not really transferable and informative to teaching my students. 

Quite by accident I began to make miniature dolls as fetishes and found that quite satisfying 

for more than ten years.  My sister and I attended the American Crafts Council Baltimore 

Winter Market every year, and I bought one tiny wearable fetish animal doll from An African 

doll maker each year. 

African Animal Fetish 

“A fetish is an object of magical 

powers.  It is a guardian chosen by 

you.  Once you have chosen your 

fetish you must promise to faithfully 

care for it.  You must keep it in a 

warm, dry place and feed it one grain 



of corn or rice or bean each year.  In return, it will ensure good health, clear sight, protection 

against injury, success in hunting and trading, and abundant love.” 

After the fetish artist moved back to Africa, I went through fetish withdrawal, and I began to 

design and make my own little fetish dolls.  I have worn a fetish every day over the past 40+ 

years. 

I usually worked on a series of fetishes of one color/fabric but each with its own look/design 

(one to keep and the others to share).  I tried to complete one step in each sitting (i.e. trace 

the pattern onto the cloth and cut them out; sew the fetish shape with right sides of the cloth 

together & leaving an opening along one leg; turn the cloth fetishes right side out, stuff them 

and stitching them closed; embroider the faces; add hair; clothe one fetish at a time). 

Some of my Fetishes: 

 



An AHA! Moment occurred when I realized I had boxes and bags of process and project 

samples for feltmaking (and other fibers processes).  They were already of my own hand 

and design.   I pulled them out and began to assemble them into larger sculptures (a 

technique I then used with students as well).  I also challenged myself to create one-a day 

miniature artifacts to be assembled later into 

larger pieces. 

 

 

 

“It’s An Octopus!” 

The challenge is the time.  I dedicate time (usually weekend or 

evening) to get a project concept defined in my sketchbook and to 



organize materials.  I look at my schedule to see where I might capture unscheduled time.  

And I always have a bag or a box loaded and ready when time suddenly and unexpectedly 

becomes available.  

 I have rules:  

1.​ Never let my own artwork interfere with planning for my classes and experimenting 

with materials and techniques before teaching them.  Planning is important. 

2.​ Never work on my own art during teaching time. 

3.​ Request someone else drive whenever possible so I can work on a project during 

the trip.  

4.​ Always have a journal or paper to write down ideas, things to remember, and to 

record discoveries and things I learned. 

5.​ Collect materials and experiences on every walk, vacation, and opportunity. 

6.​ Never throw away project failures or demonstration projects.  They may serve 

another purpose later.  At the very least, failures help me remember how NOT to do 

it (because otherwise I will usually do it the unsuccessful way over and over again). 

7.​ Teaching others is a prime way to learn and improve my own skills. 

8.​ There is always something to be learned, even in the most repetitive experience. 

9.​ ALWAYS be ready to work on a project…. i.e. ball gown components created while 

sitting at Little League games. 



 
 
 

If nothing else inspires, I can always redesign/embellish wearables from my closet.! 
 

C’est Finis! 
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