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This book is dedicated to my dad, who would have been beaming with pride if he could have held it in his hands.
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Introduction Finding the Thread


On a bitter February night, I gave birth to my first baby boy in an operating room. He was breech, and I needed a C-section. I heard the doctor speaking to the nurse and the steady beeping of the monitor, until one slight noise caught my attention. I heard a breath. My baby’s breath. He was here. I’d never met this person before, and yet I felt like I’d known him my whole life. All at once, what was strange became familiar, and what was familiar became strange—the first glimpse of how my life as an artist would become inextricably entwined with my life as a mother.
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When we arrived home, I began to understand that the tectonic plates of my life had forever shifted in many ways, but the biggest surprise was how this new reality altered my creativity. Before my son’s first triumphant breath in the hospital, I had created conceptual drawings and sculptural installations. I was interested in the confluent forces of the natural and the human-made—and the swirling weight of the extraordinary in the ordinary. My work had been occupied by the windows of a flooded, destroyed home hanging from a tree; the constant fire from an oil well’s gas flare in a field where local cows pasture; fracking wells carving huge cracks through the earth’s crust. Now the urgency of ecological disaster couldn’t match the urgency of changing diapers and nursing the baby.

Still, I wanted to say something about the beauty and trauma of having major abdominal surgery to birth my baby, so I sat down to make a conceptual drawing about my C-section on a giant sheet of paper. I didn’t have a studio, so I propped an old door on a pair of sawhorses and set to work in the laundry room tacked onto the back of our tiny house. The paper barely fit on the makeshift table. The laundry room was uninsulated and freezing cold. My efforts kept falling flat. I didn’t have the mental energy to continue, so I stashed the drawing away. I reluctantly decided to set aside my studio work for the time being and surrender my idea of what being an artist looked like.

But I found that my hands still needed to make something. I kept thinking about how nice it would be to pick up a craft. Something untied to the art world. Something I didn’t have to think too hard about. Something that my mother’s mother might have done. Enter embroidery. Embroidery fit well into my new life as a mother. I didn’t need a studio and could stitch on my couch, stowing my projects away easily and quickly. I also found great comfort in creating something beautiful just for the sake of creating something beautiful. My embroidery didn’t need to comment on the state of our world. It just needed to be.

In this new season of my life, moments of the everyday and the ordinary had become almost painfully beautiful to me. Embroidery was a practical way to contemplate those ordinary things. Spending hours stitching the shift of colors and textures in the petals of a California poppy or studying the subtle brown of a patch of dead blue grama grass became small, intentional reflections on beauty that were just as meaningful and connected to the bigger questions of ecology and humanity that had always held my interest. In the years since, I’ve had two more babies and much has changed, but I never stopped embroidering. Stitching these subjects is a grounding, meditative process for me, and the practice has integrated into the rhythm of my life and my children’s lives.

In both form and function, thread is the perfect material for exploring landscape art and nurturing a connection to nature. Thread can be line. It can be texture. It can stay in a hoop or spill out of it. You can layer stitch after stitch, which is perfect for building up layers of grasses. Conceptually speaking, thread connects: connects fabric and connects us to our ancestors who were embroidering centuries before us. What better medium could there be to link us to the land?
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In the years before motherhood, I had always searched for a mix of abstraction and realism in my work. One day as my boys were napping, I sat down to stitch as usual. While laying down the stitches of a field, I experimented with abstraction in an unusual way that finally clicked. All my embroidered botanical studies taught me how to create a field that looked realistic, while all the years I’d studied and practiced conceptual art before I had children helped me weave in the abstract. What had started as “just a craft” became my art form. Little did I know that through the simple rhythm of embroidering every day at nap time I would become the artist I thought I’d left behind—the artist I’d always hoped to be all those years ago.
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How to Use This Book

This isn’t your typical embroidery book. Although it has plenty of embroidery patterns for you to follow, more than anything this book offers in-depth practice of the artistic process—from the spark of inspiration to a final piece and everything in between. I hope you will learn as much about observing the land as you do about embroidery.

Whether you are picking up a needle and thread for the first time or have experience as a fiber artist, and wherever you are in the seasons of your life, my aim is to inspire you to grow in your creative practice. The projects are meant to build your skills and offer opportunities for discovery as you develop your own style and point of view. I’m excited to see how you’ll take what you learn in these pages and apply it to your own observations of the world around you.




[image: decorative]



	Chapter 1. We begin by learning how to look at the land.

	Chapter 2. We review what supplies you’ll need and how to set up a creative space that is both physical and mental.

	Chapter 3. I share the fundamental skills of embroidering landscapes, from choosing colors and working with thread to my favorite stitches and how to finish the hoop for a polished, wall-ready work of art.

	Chapter 4. I share experimental methods for leveling up your landscapes, with unusual materials and techniques that I’ve developed over years of practice.

	Chapter 5. I give detailed patterns and directions for four projects, which let you practice all the techniques and materials I use in landscape embroidery.

	Chapter 6. I’ve developed a collection of over 40 designs for landscape elements—from trees, flowers, and grasses to fields and mountains. You can use these building blocks to stitch original compositions of your own.

	Chapter 7. We see the building blocks in action, with patterns and directions for seven landscapes stitched from building-block elements. Stitch them as directed, customize, or browse for inspiration!

	Chapter 8. I share tips for creating original compositions and wrap up key design considerations.




Before we dive in, I want to share that I am not a perfectionist. When I started, I learned only four stitches and didn’t care to learn more until a commissioned piece made it necessary. I eat chocolate while I’m stitching and often get it on my fabric; my studio is messy and disorganized. If you look closely at any of my pieces, you will find inconsistencies in my stitching and maybe even coffee stains. My husband often says he is the only reason my work ever sees the light of day—as he moves hoops off precarious perches, out of reach of sticky toddler hands.

None of this bothers me a bit. I identify freedom from convention and perfection with the freedom to be experimental and unique and to adapt what has come before to fit my personal vision. I invite you to learn as much or as little as you need in the service of your own vision and to adapt my techniques to whatever feels right for you. There is no pressure here. Just a whole lot of fun.
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