


Wondering
Out Loud
Michelle Samour

Laws of the Small, 1999, oil stick on halldtade paper 45" x 39" . Photoyaph by
Robert Schoen.

I wonder about the starc in the sky, an egg in a nest, the cells of my body. I wonder

about the space around the stars, the shell around the eg& the skin around me. How

does it all begin? 144nat holds onto what? Always moving or about to move/ never

still, never completely understood. I wonder when the sun goes down and the stars

emerge, whether I am on the inside looking out or on the outside looking in.

Microscopes, telescopes, biology, cosmology. I am lost in a meditation between earth
and sky, looking for answers and finding only questions...I wonder.

Nothingness

Anong the great things thqt are t'ound anong us, the existence of Nothing is the greatest.

- I-eonardo da Vinci

I arn interested in making work that offers the viewer a passage into contemPlation
(the empty space). Scientists refer to this space as a vacullrn; philosoPhers refer to it as
nothingness. The imagery that I use in my work is only a vehicle for asking questiors

and entedng into that space. Lao-tzu, the founder of Daoism, compares the Dao to the

empty space within a pot, without which the clay would have no function.
I often ask myself what it means to be a Westemer, working with materials and

processes indigenous to the East and using imagery that is not iconographic but
which references Eastern philosophy. I think of the irony of having Korean and

Japanese students take my papermaking classes because they want to leam Eastern

sheet forming. Many have told me that because PaPer is so much a Part of their cul-

ture, they have taken it for granted. It seems that many of these students have leamed

Westem papermaking in their own countries. l4trat kind of assumPtions do we make

about one another's cultures? Do we desire more what we do not have?
The Japanese word for handmade paper is washL Wa ia slates as Japan, and sri as

paper. Wc can also refer to harmony between humans and nature, a desirable state of

being. Some Japanese papermakers say that making good Paper depends directly on

this harmony. This dependency between one's irurer spirit and the formation of good

paper relates to my imagery and the intention of my work. My dtawings and the
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1owrcy,7996, oil stick on handnude paper 45" x 39".
Photoyaph by Ton Lang.

Moving Outtorn Out ol t1€woods,1982 iflstallation at
Rose Art Museufi, Waltham, Massachrsetts, wood lath, birch.
75" x 20" x 20" . Photograph by Tom Lang.

Process: Chaos and Control, or Order and Disorder

To be ignorunt of motion is to be ignorant of Nature.
- Aristode

I make my sheets on a 4 ft. x 8 ft. vacuum table, which is edged with a 5 inch lip.
After pigmenting several differcnt batches of gampi, I mix them together with a coag-
ulant so that the fibers naintain theiJ distinct colors (a process I learned from Donna
Korctsky). I fiIl the table.with water, then pour in the gampi and dispe$€ it with my
hands. In this process of making my sheets in the vacuum table, where the fibers float
in a sea of water, I am fotced to let go of some conhol over their fomntion. When I
drain the water, a moment of time is captured as the fibers settle thenselves into a
modulated, tweedy sheet After drying the sheets on boards and sizing them with
gelatin, I am ready to work into them with paint or Cray-Pas. Each drawing is differ-
ent a response to the individual sheet. The drawin& in part, illustrates and magnifies
the sheet-forming plocess.

Recently, I have begun to place strained, pigrrented pulp directly onto sealed,
woodm stretchers or shallow boxes. I refer to these pieces as paintings. Because I am
working with less water, I have slighdy more control over the placement of the fiber.
My intmtion remains to create an amorphous field that I can work back into with
diawing materials and paint.

I
Beginnings

...there hqd to be a painting whally liberated from depentmce on the fgurc, the object--4
painting which,likr usic, does not iltustrate anything, doe6 not tell a story, and does not
launch a nryth. Su& a painting is content ta eooke the incommunicable realfls of the spiit,
where drutn becomes thought..
- Michel Seuphor

Before I began working with handmade paper, I was making collages with sticks,
stones, and other found materials. I wed glue and tape to attach these materials to the
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The Offeing, 1987 , wood, mixed
tnedio, 38" x15" x 8". Photograph by
Totu L1trg.

Be StiI My B€ating Heart
7987, paper pulp, und, mixed

fiedia, illuninated. 50" x21, x71".
Photngraph b! Totfi Laflg.

the paper and the materials, so I began as many do, rerycling papers in a blender and
embedding my materials dudng sheet forming. I moved from recycled drawing
paper to linters, and proceeded over the next twenly years to use pulp in a variety of
ways to support my imagery

I began using pulp in 1975 during the beginning of the revival of hand papermak-
ing in this country. Much of what I leamed came from workshops, and from consulta-
tions with and phone calls to other artists arowrd the country who used handmade
paper. As I lived in Bostory I drew upon its rich resources. I first leamed how to make
Eastern sheets from Elaine and Donna Koretsky at Carriage House Paper in
Brookline. Until that time,I had bem working with recycled papers and cotton linte6.
Not only were the method and the fibers new, they also gave rne a deeper under-
standing of the process of making paper.

I consulted often with Lee MacDonald. When Lee wanted to carry a lhe of pig-
ments, he asked me to test them for him. I did a series of color tests using pigments
from different manufacturers and experimented with retention agents and other addi-
tives. Much of what I leamed from tiis investigation had a dircct impact on how I
used color in my work. My palette expanded ftom the earth tones of powdered pig-
ments to the more intense and much larger range of the aqueous dispersed pigments
that I now had access to. My piects became louder and more active, partly because
the image was responding to the color.

I was invited to make some large pieces at Rugg Road Paper Works, where I had
the support of Joe Zina and Bemie Toale. I{hat a luxury it was to work in such a well-
equipped studio and benefit from their expe*ise. I first leamed how to use a vacuum
table there.

Teaching at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Bostoru has also had a signifi-
caJlt impact on my work. The school does not requiae students to choose a major;
instead it encourages ar interdisciplina:ry approach to art mating. This approach sup-
ports rny beLief that paper and pulp should be used as a means to an end, and that the



i^to/ O11t of,'1997, oilsfick on handnade paper. 43" x 43,,. photograph 
W Tom lafig.

port that. Teaching has also challenged me to learn
new processes. My students and I have expedmented
together and learned from one another. This shared
investigation has been stimulating for me as both a
teacher and an artist.

Closer Investigations; Microscope and Telescope

I render infinite thanks to God, for being so kind. as to make
me alone the first ob'eraer oJ marvels kept hid.den in
obscurity for all preoious centuries.
- Galileo Galilei, after viewing the night sky

through his telescope

Twenty-five years ago I was building sculptures of
lath and used lumber. They referenced rural structues
and housed materials (sticks, eggs, hay, broom com)
that juxtaposed the natural world with the man-made.
These pieces also spoke about gathering, collecting,
and protecting. I went on to further explore these
materiais through drawings ard castings h paper.

This work was in progress when my family and I
moved from Boston to a rural suburb several years
ago. My walks in the city's arboretum were replaced
by walks in our country woods. Paved paths gave way
to dirt, pine needles, and stones. As I walked tfuoueh
these paths, often cut out of dense brush, I would stip
periodically to look at a brandr, a leaf, something up
close. The rhytlun of walking, moving quicklv tfuoueh

gate. This distinction between the peripheral chaos of
what I saw while in motion and the ordered or
focused viewing when I stopped to obsewe htrigued
me. I chose to leave the peripheral information off of
the drawing surface. The formation of the sheet and
the actual drawing became the focused investigation.

In the earth-related drawings that res; l ted, . l
attempted to enlarge a piece of nature the way the
lens of a rnicroscope rnight capture and reveal a piece
of a larger wholar. The microscope gives us an oppor-
turrity to go deeper into this world. Just as the micro-
scope is a vehicle for deeper understanding, the
telescope magnifies and isolates distant objects. In
junior high school, my science class made stargazers
usrng protractors. I remember my mother driving me
arourd late one night. I stood on the back seat with
my head and upper body emerging through the sun-
roof of our car, my starga4er in hand, finding constel-
lations and marking locati6ns, markrng nme.

A Dialogue Between Earth and Sky

At one etd of the size spectrum there is the inner space
of the most elementory parttcles of m.atter and the
perplexing puzzk of space qnd time itself; at the other
end lies the outer space of stars and galaxies whirh
constonUy surpise us with the drama of their
catacly smic eaolution,..



Cood or Evil, 1999, oils tick on handmaile paper. 45, x 3g,,.
Photoyaph bu
Robert Schoen.

As I worked, the images that referenced nature and
the ealth began to reference the body. The sticks arld
eggs became veins and cells. While my earlier draw_
rng was dense and covered much of the surface area,
in the new work my drawing became sparser. As
more of the paper was exposed, the space arolrnd the
drawing became at least as important as the drawing
ltseu. I was now in a dialogue between earth and sky.
Nick Capasso has described these works as ,,circles,
ovals, sinuous lines, and points of light embedded
within.da rk,  textured grounds. These intui t i  vely
derived images simultaneously suggest stars and
atoms, galaxies and microbes: constituent elements of
the infinite and the infinitesimal.,,l My interest in
outer space has coincided with the recent popula za_
tion of science. John D. Barow wites rn Between Inner
Space and Outer Spaca ,,.,.ultimate 

questions about the
origins of life, intelligence, human behavior, the
Universe and everything else, have ceased to be solelv

:nlttejs 
oj speculative philosophy and theology.

Dcrenflsts have found new things to say about these
proDtems that are not merely resfurings of the brew of
phi losophicdl  opinions we have inher i ted f rom
thinkers of the past.,,2

.l44. 
le I had feit emotionally grounded ir my use

or lmages that referenced the earth, I felt thdt now I
was throwing myself into a place of disequilibrium.
Raised as a Unitarian Unive6alist, I was alwavs en_

ylovin& Spinrring, 200 0, oilstick on hrntuflede paper.
64" x 44" x 3". Photoyaph by Robe/t Schoen.

couraged to live "in the question.,, However, as I like
to feel the ground beneath my feet, this was often dis_
concerting and became even mote so. My recent
rmages - which simultaneously reference fossils, sea
urchins and bamacles, stars, and planets _ attempt to
linl earth and sky.

Reconfigurin& Not Reinventing

- Sure there is music even ir the beauty, and the sileftt
note which cupid striles, fqr sueeter tfum the sound of
an iflstrumert. For there is music whereoer there is a
harmony, order or propoltion; and. thus far we may
maintain the music of the spheres; for those uel!_ordered
motions and rcgular paces, though they gt.)e no sound
unto the ear, yet to the understanding they strike a note
most full of harmont.
- Sir Thomas Browrre

The piece that evolved from this questionint was
Hours of Night . I made it in part, in response to Diare
Katsiaficas's visit to the School of the Museum of Fine
Arts in the fall ol 1997.I had met Diane when we
were in a show at The Americar Craft Museum and
International Paper Headquarters in New york in
1982._She was working with handmade paper and
mixed media then. Although handmade piper is not
as much a part of her current work, what I had
: lu7,wc /6"^^-- l^ . r



her ideas and her imagery After workhg with Diane and the students for several
days on an installation, I went back to my studio and asked myself how I, too,
might expand my work, by reconfigudng but not reinventing. How else could I tell
my story?

I decided to make the eggs that I had drawn. I carved them out of dense, closed_cell
foam, which I had used in earlier work. During the process of carving these forms, I
lead that the Eg)?tians were the first to divide the day into twenty_four hours. The
hours of night wete marked by the emergence of decans, stars or groupings of stars
that appeared on the hour on the eastern horizon. Hours of Night $ew out of this
investigation. It became a piece about marking time, the night sky, creation, reversals,
balarce, inside/outside, and revelation. I have, in effect taken the drawings off the
wall and wrapped them with themselves. Sometirnes the drawings bring attention to
the surface or shell, while in other instances the drawing defies the surface and
becomes the night sky, with stars or constellations floating ir|it.

In 1999 I reconfigured this piece for an exhibition at the DeCordova Museum in
Lincoln, Massachusetts. The two- and three-dimensional work was presented as an
encompassing installation. The formality oI Hours of Night gave way to a more rarl_
dom presentation of the work, allowing for broader interpretation. I

Still Surprises

The uniaerse is rml but you ca\'t see it. you haoe to imagine it.
- Alexander Calder

After all of these years of working with paper, there are still surprises. papermak_
ing continues to take me places I have never been. It satisfies my love of being physi_
cally irnmersed in process with my love of creating illusion. It informs my work. It
constantly leminds me to be respectful of nature and of my desire to understand and

Hours oi Night (detajl), 1998, oilstick on pigme ted hntrtmnti.-
paper, ni:ced media. Photograph W Robeft Schoen.
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