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FROM THE EDITORS

It is always a delight how each issue of our

Journal organically evolves as we receive

submissions. This issue is yet another

testament to what keeps us goingthe joy of

seeing our followers evolve in their

creativity. Issue 29: Spring 2019 https://

www.sageing.ca/sageing29.html focused

on the enduring legacy of Sveva Caetani

and how her story was impacting the small

community of Vernon, BC. The introduction

to the story read, “Under the abundant

vegetation, randomly sprouting on the

Caetani property, there is a rhizome. I felt

the analogy with the underground life force

that is creative energy. It keeps our species

alive.” The theme for this current issue

invited submitters to share how their

creative spirit has led them to come alive to

themselves, their environment and the joy

of being. Creator Sveva Caetani continues

to have strong influence as evidenced seven

years later in this issue by articles celebrat-

ing how her spirit continues to inspire, 32

years after her death. Such is the gift to self

and others of sage-ing with creative spirit.

Please enjoy articles by Heidi Thompson

and aj Jaeger as each shares her continuing

joy and creative rejoicing.

Karen felt a glow of pride after receiving

an article from a past participant in SHE,

Sharing Creative Expressions. She and Sage-

ing contributor Susan LeBlanc created the

program, which weekly makes them ‘come

alive’ to themselves when they hear the joy

of participants. In Issue 53: Summer 2025

https://www.sage-ing.com/Sage-ing53.pdf

(pages 6&7) this program was introduced

to Sage-ing readers. In her article AWAKEN

THE CREATIVE HEALER WITHIN Emily

Granske shares a heartfelt perspective on

how the program has impacted her.

In this issue Penn Kemp who began as a

contributor with Issue 29: Spring 2019

continues as a regular contributor inspiring

others to ‘sage’. In “PLACES OF THEIR

OWN” REMEMBERED, she gives tribute to

SUBMISSION
GUIDELINES

We welcome you to join our community of

storytellers by sharing your experience of

creative expression.

We require your story to accompany

any submissions of your creative

expression. We strongly encourage

individuals to write their own stories

because the process of reflectionbringing

forward memories now, into their current

lived perspectiveand writing about them is

very much part of a creative experience.

Taking time to ask oneself honest questions

and then to deeply consider the responses

that emerge brings both personal benefit

and a compelling story. Genuine self-

expression is what works best. If you feel

you need help editing and bringing order

and flow to your mind’s meanderings this is

available, but only you can draw forth the

wisdom of your own life’s experiences and

expressions. It’s your enthusiasm that

inspires others to explore themselves and

that harvests your wisdom as a legacy for

future generations. We find a pairing of

examples of your expression within your

three well known female artists and how

they recruited self-exploration into their art.

We have often referred to The Sage-ing

Journal as a perennial garden of creative

celebration planted by our submitters and

subscribers. We are deeply grateful for each

submitter, new and returning; ‘our garden’

is in full bloom this spring with articles

carefully cultivated with creative spirit.

For issue 58 in September, we ask you

to ponder the theme of learning as it

relates to the arts and you personally in

your creative endeavours. How might

you be inspired by these words of

Henry Ford? “Anyone who stops

learning is old, whether at twenty or

eighty. Anyone who keeps learning

stays young. The greatest thing in life is

to keep your mind young.”

–Karen and Laura

story most effective.

• Please attach your story, including

examples of your work, as a Word

document (.doc) not a PDF to enable

editing, CALIBRI font, 14 pt, 1.5 spacing.

We leave only one space after a

period.

• 500 – 1500 word maximum (use word

count)

• Please attach:

o Your headshot

o 3-4 JPGs of photos related to your

article. Not necessary for poetry

submissions, but if you see relevance

please include

• Insert the word “photo #” with its

caption within the article where you

would like each image placed (we’ll try

to honour this request as layout

permits).

• Please include a brief bio note, written in

the third person (one or two short

paragraphs of up to 200 words). Your

bio will be placed at the end of your

article and is intended to give the reader

an idea of who you are, your passions

and/or what you do and have done with

your life that feels relevant to the article.

Please include your preferred contact

information, including email, website,

blog address – whatever you want

included in the publication.

Please email your article and photo-

graphs to Karen Close

karensageing@gmail.com and Laura David

ladida336@gmail.com

Quarterly issues of The Journal go online

around a solstice or equinox: March, June,

September and December. We need to

receive your intention of submitting as early

as possible. Your complete submission is

required by the first day of the month

preceding publication.

Please note: The Journal operates as

part of the gift economy. We are about

sharing the wisdom of original thinking as

our life experiences nurture our mutual

‘soul’ growth. For this online journal there is

no receiving of payment by anyone. Robert

MacDonald gives his publishing/layout

talents and we editors give our editing skills

to those who share their stories with us. In

“payment” contributors have their articles

professionally edited and published online

and may share their articles however they

might wish.
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WHO WE ARE

Karen Close, Editor,

taught English and

Visual Arts for 30

years. Retirement in

1995 gave her the

opportunity to meet

vibrant senior

Canadian artists and

to hear their stories.

Indigenous cultures teach us, “All Elders

have medicine – physical, emotional,

musical, story. Let’s give our unique

medicine to the world.” In 2011, believing

in the medicine inherent in creative

expression, Karen began editing the free

online arts and aging journal Sage-ing With

Creative Spirit, Grace and Gratitude. She is

the author of two books. Unfinished

Women: Seeds From My Friendship With

Reva Brooks and The Spirit of Kelowna: A

Celebration of Art and Community profiles

a community art project in Kelowna, BC. In

January, 2015 Wood Lake Publishing

released Creative Aging: Stories from the

Pages of the Journal Sage-ing With Creative

Spirit, Grace and Gratitude. Karen is the

recipient of the 2016 City of Kelowna

Honour In The Arts award.

Johanna Beyers,

Copy Editor, is a

poet and mixed

media artist. She

began her career as

a marine

paleontologist, and

holds a PhD in

environmental policy

and a Master’s of Social Work. She is a

certified sandplay therapist. Johanna is the

author of Sandbar Islands (The Caitlin Press,

1988) and Wearing my Feathered Hat

(Wind Oak & Dove, 2013). Her work has

been published in The Capilano Review,

Sage-ing, Room of One’s Own, CV2,

Waves, and elsewhere. She has been copy-

editor for Sage-ing since 2018.

Laura David

(Foster), Assistant

Editor,

Artist Laura David

(Foster), MPS, CCC,

formerly a registered

art therapist and

clinical counsellor

(with Foster Art and

Wellness in Edmonton/Kelowna) is now

retired and enjoying life as a grandmother.

She has worked therapeutically with

individuals and groups in various organiza-

tions, but now has chosen to return to her

first love: to focus on her own work as an

artist. She has developed a passion for the

healing power of art that stems from her

lived experience of mental health issues,

recovery, spirituality, and creating and

teaching art. She pursued this passion by

completing a Master of Psychotherapy and

Spirituality degree at St. Stephen’s College

with an Art Therapy specialization. Laura

agrees, “Feeling is the power that drives

art” (1991, David Milne).

Robert

MacDonald,

Designer and

Publisher, has

lived by his wits,

some hard work,

and a good lashing

of luck. Almost

completely

unschooled, he has, over several decades,

invented identities as graphic artist,

typographer, printer, community activist,

publisher, information architect, program

director, programmer, and designer. He

hasn’t finished with inventions. Having

spent most of his life thoroughly urbanized

(Toronto, New York, San Francisco,

Vancouver) he is now nestled into the

grasslands and orchards of the Okanagan

valley. He finds profound solace in the

virgin wilderness upland from his habits.

His works have appeared in the journals

Kosmos, Image, Sage-ing, and more, and

he has chapbooks: Dead Drop and

Headwinds, with more anticipated. He is

transcribing several decades of writings

from notebook to manuscript, and is

otherwise biding his time.
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COMING ALIVE
THROUGH ART
A JOURNEY WITH SVEVA CAETANI

Heidi Thompson

“Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes
you come alive, and go do it.”

These words echo not only through my own
creative path, but through the life of Sveva Caetani –
an artist whose quiet, unwavering commitment to
her inner vision continues to inspire me, decades after
her passing.

I had the privilege of knowing Sveva for the last 10
years of her life. I was not only her photographer, but
her friend. During that time, I witnessed firsthand the
depth of her creative spirit and the strength it took for
her to bring her work into the world. She often spoke,
directly and indirectly, of striving towards one’s high-
est potential – an ideal instilled in her by her father,
Leone Caetani. That principle stayed with me and,
over time, became a guiding force in my own life.

Sveva’s story is both remarkable and deeply mov-
ing. She was born in Rome into the historic Caetani
family, one of the most influential families in Italy,
whose lineage includes figures such as Pope Boniface
VIII, as well as generations of artists and statesmen.
Her father, Leone Caetani, was a parliamentarian, an

Islamic scholar and an outspoken opponent of war and fascism. Her mother,
Ofelia Fabiani – Leone’s mistress – brought a complexity to Sveva’s early life
that would later shape her search for identity and, ultimately, influence her
art.

In 1921, political pressures, along with Leone’s desire to offer his daugh-
ter a freer life, led him to leave Italy with Ofelia and Sveva for Canada. They
settled in Vernon, where he hoped to continue his scholarly work in relative
seclusion. Sveva’s childhood was rich in learning – she was educated by
governesses, travelled frequently to Europe and was immersed in languages,
music, philosophy and history. Her father’s deep love of culture profoundly
shaped her inner world.

But after his death in 1935, her life changed dramatically.
In the years that followed, Sveva lived in increasing isolation. Her ailing

mother, driven by fear and emotional dependence, kept her largely confined
to their home and grounds for 25 years. During this time, she was prevented

Top: Heidi in front of Sveva’s Angels of

Poetry Paintings

Above: A Family from Across the Sea
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from forming friendships, pursuing independence or further edu-
cation and expressing herself artistically.

And yet, something within her remained alive.
Only after her mother’s death did Sveva begin an independent

life. She trained as a teacher and taught for 20 years in local schools.
Then, in midlife, as her own health began to decline, she turned
fully towards painting.

What emerged was extraordinary.
Between 1975 and 1989, guided by a powerful inner vision, she

created Recapitulation – a series of 56 deeply introspective watercol-
ours accompanied by text. Loosely inspired by The Divine Comedy,
the series traces an inner journey: from darkness and suffering,
through reflection and endurance, towards awakening and a pro-
found affirmation of human potential.

I met Sveva in 1983, when she was in her mid-sixties, and
became her photographer, documenting each painting as she
completed it. We formed a special friendship – one grounded in
mutual respect and admiration.

Despite severe arthritis, which eventually crippled her hands
and left her wheelchair-bound, Sveva completed this monumental
body of work. It stands not only as an artistic achievement, but as
a testament to what it means to come alive against all odds. She
donated the entire series to the Alberta Foundation for the Arts, as
no local gallery in British Columbia felt able to take on the respon-
sibility of preserving such a large collection. Today, her paintings
have returned to Vernon and are housed at the Caetani Cultural
Centre – her former home, which she bequeathed to the city in a
final act of generosity.

I began work on publishing her book, Recapitulation – A Jour-
ney, bringing together the 56 paintings and her accompanying
texts. Sadly, Sveva passed away in 1994 before seeing the finished
publication. Its completion marked the beginning of my long
commitment to sharing her work with the world. What began as
a deeply personal act gradually became a larger journey – one of
advocacy, preservation and connection.

Over time, I came to see that Sveva’s work carries a life of its
own. It continues to reach outward, touching people in ways we
cannot fully predict. I believe that this early effort to bring her work
into print may have contributed, in some small way, to the growing
recognition of her legacy – including the extraordinary retrospec-
tive held decades later at the MAXXI National Museum of 21st
Century Art in Rome, where all 56 paintings were exhibited
together for the first time in 2025 nearly thirty years after her death.

In the spring of 2025, I created the film Sveva Caetani: Recapitulation – AScreenshots from Sveva Caetani: Recapitu-

lation. Film
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Journey, which became a natural extension of this path
– and a turning point in my own creative awakening.

The film itself is a deeply personal expression – an
art form in its own right. In making it, I found myself
exploring not only memory and image, but the crea-
tive potential of new technologies. I incorporated
platforms such as Suno to shape the musical landscape
and ElevenLabs for elements of narration. These
tools opened new possibilities, allowing me to create
an immersive environment that could carry viewers
more deeply into Sveva’s inner world. Using Chatgpt,
I was also able to translate the words of the film into
Italian and create a second film that would be better
understood in Italy. Translating languages with AI
was a very helpful tool.

At the same time, I worked with the Armenian
cinematographer Nikita Bagratuni, whose traditional filming brought a
grounding stillness and presence to the work. The internet allowed us to
work seamlessly despite us living at opposite ends of the world.

When using AI, what became essential was balance.
In an age where AI can easily dominate and overwhelm, I was deeply

conscious of the need for restraint. Too much artificial imagery risks distanc-
ing the viewer, creating a kind of visual noise that detracts from genuine
experience. I wanted nothing to stand between the audience and Sveva’s
paintings.

For this reason, I made a deliberate decision to limit the use of AI-
generated visuals in the feature film. The paintings themselves remain
central – presented with clarity and respect – allowing viewers to encounter
Sveva’s work in its pure, unadulterated form. The role of AI, instead, was to
support: to create atmosphere, to deepen emotional resonance and to guide
the viewer’s experience gently without overtaking it.

This process taught me something profound about what it means to
come alive creatively. It is not about using every tool available, but about
listening – deeply – to what the work itself requires. It is about intuition,
discernment and the courage to hold back when necessary. In that space of
balance, something authentic can emerge.

Through this film, I have felt a deepening of connection – not only to
Sveva, but to others. Audiences who encounter her work often recognize
something of their own journeys within it. Her story becomes a mirror,
reflecting both struggle and possibility.

Art, in this way, becomes a bridge – between lives, across time.
The premiere screening in Canada of Sveva Caetani: Recapitulation – A

Journey, a film that has already received numerous international awards, will
take place on July 12 at 7:00 pm at the Vernon and District Performing Arts Centre.
Tickets are now available.

 Unwavering Commitment by Heidi

Thompson

This process taught me
something profound
about what it means
to come alive
creatively.
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More than anything, this film is an invitation:
An invitation to experience Sveva’s extraordinary body of work.An

invitation to reflect on one’s own inner life.And perhaps, an invitation to ask
that essential question:

What makes you come alive?
When we follow that impulse – when we give ourselves fully to what

moves us – we not only transform our own lives, but create the possibility for
others to do the same.

The Vernon premiere of Sveva Caetani: Recapitulation – A Journey will take place on July 12,

2026, at the Vernon District Performing Arts Centre. As a gift to readers of The Sage-ing

Journal, I am offering a 20% discount through the promo code SVEVAJULY12 when

purchasing tickets.

Tickets: https://www.ticketseller.ca/tickets/event/sveva-caetani-recapitulation-a-journey

Trailer: https://filmfreeway.com/SvevaCaetaniFilmTrailer

https://heidithompson.ca/

What makes you come
alive? When we follow
that impulse – when we
give ourselves fully to
what moves us.



8 sage-ing | number 57, summer 2026

THERE HAS TO
BE LOVE
aj jaeger

It is almost 35 years ago that I first heard her name. It intrigued me then, and
over time, her story began to unfold in ways I never expected. Her name was
Sveva Caetani – and she was said to have been an Italian princess who arrived
in 1921 from Rome, Italy, with her parents. But that wasn’t what made her
story remarkable. What struck me most was that, like me, she was an
immigrant. And more than that, she had lived in the same small town where
I now live: Vernon, British Columbia.

Her life took a dark and compelling turn after her father died. For 25
years, her mother kept her confined in their large home on Pleasant Valley
Road. When Sveva was finally freed in her forties, she had to begin life almost
from scratch – finding independence, purpose and identity after decades of
isolation. Her resilience is what stayed with me.

Around that same time in my own life, my children were growing up and
leaving home. I found myself searching for something new to fill my days.
Back in Germany, and later in Canada, I had always been involved in
volunteer work, especially through my children’s schools. Now, I wanted to
give back to the community that had so warmly embraced us.

A dear friend encouraged me to join the board of the Vernon Public Art
Gallery. I knew very little about art or board governance, but I was curious
and willing. That decision became a turning point. I met local artists who
gathered weekly – not just to paint, but to share stories over coffee and lunch.
It was through this community that I began to connect more deeply with
local culture.

My involvement with the gallery eventually led me back to Sveva’s
story. After gaining her freedom, she became a teacher at St. James School
and later pursued her teaching degree in Victoria. She went on to become a
controversial yet beloved high school art teacher. During this time, she
began to paint again – using a dry brush watercolour technique to tell the
story of her life.

Her collection, Recapitulation, consists of 47 works, some multiples, for
a total of 56 paintings, that trace her journey from darkness into colour, from
confinement into expression. These paintings moved me deeply. I felt
strongly that her story – and her art – deserved to be seen.

Before her death, Sveva expressed a wish that the collection remain
intact. Unfortunately, no institution in British Columbia recognized its value
at the time. The works were eventually taken in by the Alberta Foundation
for the Arts in Edmonton, where they remained for over 30 years.

When I learned this, I felt a growing determination to bring her work

That decision became a
turning point. I met
local artists who
gathered weekly – not
just to paint, but to
share stories.
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back to Vernon – the place where it was created.
Around the same time, the Caetani Cultural Centre Soci-

ety was being formed, and I was invited to join its board.
Together with Dr. Sherry Price (then chairperson), I travelled
to Edmonton to meet with representatives from the Alberta
Foundation for the Arts. There, we were shown some of
Sveva’s original works. At lunch, I found myself sitting across
from the curator, Gail Lint, who had originally acquired the
collection. I shared our vision of bringing the paintings home.
She looked at me and said, simply, “Yes – it is time for Sveva to
come home.”

That moment marked the beginning of a long, but mean-
ingful journey. In February 2021, after meeting all the founda-
tion’s requirements, we were finally able to return the collec-
tion to Vernon. While the gallery at the Caetani Cultural
Centre is not large enough to display all 56 works at once, we
began sharing them in parts with the community. But the story
didn’t end there.

What started as a dream to bring Sveva’s work home soon
grew into something even larger. Italy became interested in

the collection, and we were approached about exhibiting it in Rome at the
MAXXI, National Museum of 21st Century Art. When curator Chiara
Ianeselli visited the Caetani Centre in March 2025, she quickly realized that
selecting only a few pieces would not do justice to the story. She wanted the
entire collection.

And that is where this next chapter begins.
What once felt like a quiet, personal mission – to bring Sveva’s work back

to Vernon – suddenly expanded beyond anything I had imagined. The idea
that her life, once confined within the walls of a single house, would now be
shared on an international stage felt almost poetic. From isolation to recog-
nition, from silence to a global voice – her journey had come full circle.

There was, of course, a moment of hesitation. After working so hard to
bring the collection home, could we really let it travel again? But this time,
it felt different. This was not about losing her story – it was about sharing it.
About honouring her wish that her work be seen, understood and kept
together.

As plans unfolded to exhibit Recapitulation in Rome, I couldn’t help but
reflect on the path that had led me here. A name that once simply intrigued
me had become deeply intertwined with my own life. Through Sveva’s story,
I had found not only a connection to this community, but also a renewed
sense of purpose. In many ways, her resilience mirrored something I had
been searching for myself – a reminder that it is never too late to begin again,
to find meaning and to create something lasting.

Even though it had always been part of my dream to bring the works
back to Vernon, something even bigger began to take shape. Somehow, Italy

Top: Maelstrom: Angels of Poetry

Above: Makimoto, inspired by Beethoven’s

ninth

The idea that her life,
once confined within
the walls of a single
house, would now
be shared on an
international stage felt
almost poetic.
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entered the picture, and the idea emerged that we might present the entire
series there. This was the moment our small society had to start thinking
bigger. We agreed to allow MAXXI to present the full collection for three
months, from October 2025 to January 2026.

It would be the first time the complete collection was ever shown
together. We were both amazed and deeply excited. A group of 18 people
from Vernon – staff, board members and friends of Sveva – travelled to Rome
to attend the opening on October 2, 2025 at the MAXXI.

While in Rome, and after taking a second visit to see the exhibition again,
my desire to bring the collection home and present it in her hometown grew
even stronger. Perhaps it was Sveva’s resilience that inspired me to find a way
to make this happen in the North Okanagan.

Upon returning to Vernon in October 2025, I immediately reached out
to the Coldstream Community Hall and proposed a 10-day exhibition, along
with a gala event. Fortunately, the hall’s manager was as enthusiastic about
the idea as we were and helped us begin discussions with Coldstream city
council.

From that point on, the real planning began. We had to consider how to
present such significant artwork in a space not originally designed for
exhibitions of this scale. Thankfully, one of our board members, who owns
a construction business, has a warehouse directly across the street from the
hall. It felt almost meant to be. We were able to transform that space by
building display walls and carefully arranging the works in the same sequence
as presented in the book Recapitulation, published by Heidi Thompson.

From April 3 to April 11, 2026, the exhibition became something truly
remarkable. Over the course of eight days, more than 1,200 people attended.
Visitors came from across Canada, and we heard countless comments about
how fortunate we were to be able to share such an extraordinary collection.
The response to both the display and the artwork itself was overwhelmingly
positive.

Since then, we have gained attention from coast to coast. My next dream
is to take this exhibition across the country, so more people can learn about
her story and experience the awe-inspiring resilience of a woman who came
to love this country. She deserves to be recognized and celebrated – not only
for her artistic talent, but for the remarkable life she lived.
Today, I feel a quiet sense of completion – but not an ending. Rather, it is a
continuation. Sveva’s story is no longer hidden. It lives in Vernon; it reached
to Italy; and it touches all those who encounter it. And for me, what began
as curiosity has become a journey of stewardship, connection and deep
gratitude – for a woman I never met, yet who somehow helped shape the
next chapter of my own life.

As a German-born Canadian, aj jaeger’s

heritage and extensive travels are deeply

woven into her work as a contemporary

artist. Her practice spans painting and

sculpture, where she explores rich colours

and distinctive textures to tell meaningful,

layered stories.

“I earned my Bachelor of Fine Arts from

the University of British Columbia –

Okanagan in 2013 and have since exhibited

my work in galleries and private collections

across Europe, the Bahamas, the United

States and Canada. I have been very active

in the North Okanagan arts community as

chairperson for the Vernon Public Art

Gallery and the Caetani Cultural Centre. I

believe that art is visual storytelling,

communicating a needed message,

showcasing beliefs, heritage and vision. My

work has deliberately evolved to depict the

complexity and contrast of life through a

combination of mediums, symbolism and

surface patterns. I am inspired by creating

poignant works of art that catch the

attention of people distracted by everyday

life, as a rally-cry to remind us all to focus

on what matters most. Intuitively acknowl-

edging the uncertainty of life fuels my

creative mind and heart to keep expressing

unedited emotions that can positively

transform our collective future.”

She deserves to be
recognized and
celebrated – not only
for her artistic talent,
but for the remarkable
life she lived.
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AWAKEN THE
CREATIVE HEALER
WITHIN
Emily Granske

Through the women-led community I live in, I have the opportunity to
attend many workshops focused primarily on personal growth and empow-
erment. This past fall, our workshop coordinator had a stroke of brilliance
and invited SHE, Sharing Heart Expressions, led by one of Sage-ing’s regular
contributors, Susan Leblanc, and founding editor Karen Close, to run a
session of classes in my community. The approach the two women have
developed is entirely synergisticwith each other and with the participating
group of new creative enthusiasts.

Little did I know that some paper, a set of watercolour pens, a spray
bottle, a single paint brush, one white crayon, one multicoloured pencil and
two wise women with a healing vision would spark a creative reawakening
that my spirit was desperately craving.

Listening to both Karen and Susan speak, whether to guide the day’s
exercise, relating a personal experience or reflecting on the themes brought
up by the day’s artwork, was magical and divine. These two are evidently
tapped into Divine Source Energy! Each session began with a small medita-
tion. Participants drew cards from a positive affirmations oracle deck, either
before or after we created. Whichever order the card was drawn in, the words
and/or imagery uncannily resonated in the corresponding creations.

The facilitators of SHE guided our classes with evident passion. Never
overwhelming, their guidance was encouraging and inviting, reassuring
participants that we could not make mistakes or do anything wrong in what
we put down on paper. Their prompts or suggestions combined with the soft,
flowing watercolour medium, brought to light subconscious patterns, gently
permitting those barbs to bubble harmlessly to the surface, effervescent.
One’s inner mind and heart were permitted to appear on the loving, non-
judgmental page. The process felt truly loving indeedlike holding a brief yet
potent conversation with a caring auntie or grandmother who can only see
the best in everyone around her.

Often a participant would choose to work with a negative thought,
emotion, habit or situation as the starting point for her artistic meditation of
the day. It was uncanny how each and every time what appeared on the page
was the very antidote to its negative origins. When one woman brought
exhaustion, her page revealed energy. When another showed despair, her
page revealed joy, and so on. When engaged in such a soft, reflective artistic
exercise, the inner heart and mind offered a soothing remedy to every

Little did I know that
some paper, a set of
watercolour pens, a
spray bottle, a single
paint brush, one white
crayon, one
multicoloured pencil
and two wise women
with a healing vision
would spark a creative
reawakening that my
spirit was desperately
craving.
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emotional or psychological wound offered to the page.
As someone who has perpetually received feedback along the lines of

“you’re too quiet” and “you ought to come out of your shell more,” I highly
value alternatives to traditional talk therapy. I am simply not a talker,
particularly when puzzling out a troublesome emotion or state of discom-
fort. I have never doubted the healing powers of artistic expression, but
watching the direct results unfold before my eyes in real time, for myself and
every other woman in the room, was simply breathtaking.

One of my most cherished SHE exercises was the group project. It was
a smaller group that day, about 3 or 4 participants plus our trusted guides
Karen and Susan. We passed two sheets of paper around the women
encircled at the table with each of us taking turns adding a mark, stroke or blot
of colour. This project was almost more enjoyable than creating individually.
It allowed for an uninhibited conversation upon the page, for entire worlds
to form. We recognized apparent themes in the imagery, such as depth,
commitment or playfulness but were also able to give fresh perspective on an
area that one individual found troubling, or to give insight on how a
particular form related to the piece in its entirety. Such a fun and transformative
group bonding exercise! I find that placing oneself in relation to community
or in an activity that one typically would not engage in will yield a fresh
perspective or personal development.

The experience of Sharing Heart Expressions can no doubt be attributed to
the combined and separate influences of both Karen and Susan and their
years of surrendering to the artistic process. Their gentle yet enthusiastic
guidance allowed for a soulful rendering of healing and creative expression
to flow through each woman present. As they say, you must never wake a
sleepwalker, but instead carefully guide them to safety. We learned to trust
the inner process and embrace what bubbled to the surface. We will all come
to our own realizations and powers in our own time. My experience of SHE

Left to right: Moment 1, Moment 2,

Moment 3

I have never doubted
the healing powers of
artistic expression, but
watching the direct
results unfold before
my eyes in real time,
for myself and every
other woman in the
room, was simply
breathtaking.
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is a great remembrance for the ways of being I wish to cultivate in this
lifetime. After enduring nearly a decade of hardship and traumas, the SHE
sessions arrived at my literal doorstep at the perfect moment in my healing
journey.

In today’s world oversaturated with wifi, social media, artificial intelli-
gence and all the rest, I will remain an ardent voice urging each and every one
of us to tune into their own heart’s purpose. To what makes them uniquely
human, the imperfectly perfect gifts they bring to this world. To the song
one’s blood is longing to sing. It can be a lot to bear, confronting one’s
wounds in an effort to find peace. Speaking these wounds aloud, whether
verbally, through movement or art, and then making new choices in align-
ment with one’s higher self will create real change. If we allow those slow,
new, radiating pulses to go out into the universe, they will bring us exactly
what we need. We are all expressions of Divine Loveable to heal ourselves
and others simply by attending to those deep, purposeful passions within us.

Forgive me.
I am All of what the
Great Goddess
made me

Guide my hand and spirit.
give up what bars me free.
guide my heart home

muscle memories activated.
We’ve been here before.
My Whole Place
stinks of magic

Emily Ganske believes she has always stood more than slightly off-kilter with societal

norms. Her dream occupation is to become a hermetic forest fairy witch, brewing wild

medicines, writing poetry and doing arts & crafts in a little cottage in the woods. In the

meantime, Emily makes a living supporting folks with diverse abilities. She is currently mother

to one human child, one fur child and an entire horde of plant children. Emily was born and

raised in the Okanagan, where she still resides.

In today’s world
oversaturated with
wifi, social media,
artificial intelli-gence
and all the rest, I will
remain an ardent voice
urging each and every
one of us to tune into
their own heart’s
purpose.
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STAYING ALIVE
Christian Skouw

I would like to share some thoughts on what keeps me alive, feeling good
about myself, my place in this world and the product I produce. For some
reason I have been blessed with a very curious mind. I’m always figuring out
different ways to approach a variety of challenges, whether these be me-
chanical or musical, or more fluid issues like cooking or creating wood and
epoxy bowls in the wood shop. Looking for the best way to do something
with the best outcome is what I aim to do. You get a great sense of
accomplishment after putting in the time and effort it takes to do something
right and have it come out just the way you wanted. I also believe that shar-
ing one’s creative ability is important. It keeps me engaged with others, and
to me that’s crucial. My wife says I should have been a teacher. When you
take the time to show someone how to do something or explain the process
so they have a better understanding is also fulfilling. In this current world
where we see fewer and fewer people actually talking to each other and more
people lost in the cyber zone, I find that now more than ever we need one-
on-one human connection. What keeps my overall sense of well-being, my
heart full and my mind at peace is a long life full of adventure, travel, variety
and love. I was born and raised in San Francisco. Being raised in a city with
people from all over the world, including my mother from Scotland and
father from Denmark, one becomes aware at an early age that there is a big
world out there, and me, I couldn’t wait to see it.

My life’s journey has taken me all over this wonderful planet by ships,
yachts, planes and trains. Over the last 80 years I’ve seen a fair share of this
world and I never tire of its wonder. I find art in just about everything I see.
If you think about it, everything from cars, boats, buildings, furniture, even
your bathroom toilet at one point started off as a drawing. I marvel at it all
from the depth of the universe with all it has to offer to the coloured
hieroglyphics deep in the tombs of the Valley of the Kings in Egypt. It is all
art.

Recently I have been having lots of fun designing and manufacturing
these wood and epoxy bowls in my wood shop. Like my wonderful wife in
her art studio painting away, I too can spend hours planning and creating
these bowls down in my shop. At first, as with most new adventures, you just
sort of wing it and hope for the best. But as each one gets better as you go, you
learn what not to do. Now I am planning ahead and looking for a particular
outcome. When a project comes out just as I planned, well, that’s always a
good feeling.

The process is really not that complicated. You just need a few things: a
selection of hardwoods, deep-pour epoxy, a pressure pot, a wood lathe and
some basic tools. I start off by cutting my wood piece into certain shapes like

Like my wonderful wife
in her art studio
painting away, I too
can spend hours
planning and creating
these bowls down in
my shop.
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triangles or circles, etc. Then I glue them in a particular pattern inside a
Tupperware bowl. This puts everything in the shape of a bowl from the start.
I then tint epoxy to whatever colour seems correct, pour the epoxy into the
bowl, put the bowl into the pressure pot, set the pressure to 60 pounds per
square inch, which drives the epoxy into every corner of the wood and drives
out any and all bubbles. I let this sit for 72 hours, extract the epoxy and wood
from the plastic bowl and put it on the lathe (a machine for shaping a piece
of material ... by rotating it rapidly along its axis while pressing against a fixed
cutting or abrading tool) and see what happens. Once happy with the shape,
it’s time for endless sanding and polishing.

Christian Skouw was born in San Francisco in 1946. He majored in music at school and

then entered the United States Merchant Marine, sailing as a merchant seaman. Later he

turned to being a builder in a cabinet shop. He was a private yacht captain and held a U.S.

Grand Masters licence for 35 years.

Above are some of my bowls.
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TUNING THE
HEART SONG OF
LIFE
Jacques LeBlanc

“It is Tuesday, 8am. I open the door of room 4, the cardiac surgery operating room.
The baby had just come in and is lying on the table. He is crying as the anesthesiologist
is starting an intravenous and the nurse is singing him a song to calm him. The
circulating nurse is opening up equipment with paper crumpling, a prickling note to
my ears. The scrub nurse is placing the surgical instruments on the table, clanging like
a chime. There are muffled words coming from the heart- lung machine area as the
technicians review their protocol to ensure they are ready. All this noise is music and
words to me as I come alive. A few moments later, a silence spreads over the room as
everybody reviews their preparedness and I am ready to make the incision. These
sounds of silence are part of this precious moment.”

Words, noise, even silence bring awakening and awareness. My creative
spirit comes alive. This awakening usually shows up as a shift in attention:
things feel connected, charged with possibility, and ideas start linking each
other faster than I can fully explain them. It is less about a single “big feeling”
and more like perception getting brighter at the edges. My senses are
attentive. When that state is active, I often notice that I am ready to make
something, write, build, draw, plan, experiment but, in my past, to be
prepared for performing surgery. It can feel expansive, but also slightly
restless, as if there is something trying to take form, a heart song if you will.

I am prepared to work with this sensation rather than just observe it. The
simplest move gives my sensation shape quickly, as I say aloud, “ready to start.”
Not to perfect this “knowing” as yet – just to let it exist outside my head, in my
heart, so it can develop further towards the full creative surgical moment.

Although words do not literally need people to be alive, they do come
alive through use. On a page, words are inert symbols, but, in an operating
room setup, words give energy, attention, context, tone and intent – basically
connecting the heart and the mind. When someone in the operating room
speaks with presence, words start doing more than “mean things”; they start
carrying rhythm, emotion, implication and decision. That is when I feel they
are “coming alive.”

There is also a feedback loop: a response, even silence sometimes, and
that response shapes the next words, leading to a decision, to a motion. So it
can seem that language wakes up with people, not just through them. The
“creative spirit” tends to come alive when a few things line up at the same
time – attention, sensation and expression stop being separate and start
feeding each other in real time.

This awakening usually
shows up as a shift in
attention: Things feel
connected, charged
with possibility, and
ideas start linking each
other faster than I can
fully explain them.
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At the simplest level, it often begins with attention becoming intimate
with experience. Instead of observing life from a distance, perception tight-
ens into what is actually happening: breath, bodily sensation, emotion, the
texture of thought, but also the environment. The heart monitor beeping,
the respirator’s musical sound from the air moving, the clanging of instru-
ments, it is in rhythm with these sounds that my “bodily experiential centre”
fits in. Attention starts to anchor in the moment, and perception becomes
more immediate, tangible and less conceptual.

Then something shifts: internal thoughts begin to assert themselves not
as a decision, but rather as pressure from the surgical momentwords forming,
images appearing, rhythm emerging. The key feature is that it feels pre-verbal
at first, like something trying to become articulated before language catches
up. When I respond to that pressure – by speaking, motion – something
important happens: feedback begins. This feedback reflects back into my
perception. I hear the room around me, I notice how my body  and other
bodies react. That loop is what makes it feel “alive” rather than imagined.
When my creativity feels alive, that centre in me can become more notice-
able. Words stop being just abstract symbols and start registering as physical
events – cutting, stitching, sewing,  warmth, pressure, tension. In that sense,
my creativity is a felt sense within my body.

“Being inspired” and “coming alive” usually describe the same shift but
from two perspectives: one is felt in meaning, the other in the body.
Inspiration tends to show up when perception stops being routine. The
world or our thoughts do not necessarily change – but our relationship to
them does. Things feel slightly more opened, less fixed. There is a sense that
something is available that was not available a moment ago. What is
important is that inspiration is not usually added from the outside. It is more
like a threshold effect; when attention, body awareness and curiosity line up,
perception reorganizes and new possibilities become visible. “Coming alive”
is the embodiment of that shift. Attention becomes more present in sensa-
tion: breath feels clearer, the chest or belly may feel more active, thoughts
feel less distant and more immediate. Energy is not  necessarily higher – it is
more coherent, less scattered.

When I did surgery, at times I could feel shifts in awareness, embodiment
and meaning. A patient’s near-death, or death, in the operating room always
strongly affected me. In retrospect I have come to understand that activating
creative spirit is not a standard or literal medical or psychological practice or
one that will lead to a positive patient outcome. Heightened meaning can
happen and sometimes does feel similar to what I might describe as a surge
of creativity. In high-stakes surgery, especially when a patient dies, I experi-
enced acute emotional impact. There was grief, shock, frustration, numb-
ness and intense cognitive processing and review of what happened, deci-
sions, timing and technique, and heightened awareness of fragility and limits
of control. When the mind is trying to integrate a high-impact event,
creativity can emerge from that integration. Perhaps there will be new ideas

Soul Talk by Susan LeBlanc. My wife

Susan’s painting recalls this same bodily

experiential centre.

Inspiration tends to
show up when
perception stops being
routine.



18 sage-ing | number 57, summer 2026

about care, communication, training or even personal philosophy. Any
creative response that follows such a stressful, ethically weighty event tends
to come later, after reflection, not during the event itself. Activating creativ-
ity does not mean everything comes out perfectly or that death can activate
creativity, but that some people use intense, emotionally charged experi-
ences as material for reflection and change: tuning the ‘Heart Song’ of life.

Jacques LeBlanc, MD, FRSC, retired after being a paediatric and adult cardiovascular and

thoracic surgeon at BC Children’s Hospital in Vancouver. Realizing that he had a lot to give

back to his profession in the way of experience as a doctor, a teacher, a student of life, a

husband and a human being seeking wellness in this rapidly changing world, he created

leblancwellness.com. For the last few years he has been a regular contributor to The Journal,

sharing a belief in recovering the connections we have lost and engaging the new skills we

have gained to mitigate loneliness and create wellness.

Activating creativity
does not mean
everything comes out
perfectly...
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CREATING ART
IS AN ACT OF
SERVICE TO
HUMANITY AND
THE COSMOS
WHEN THIS HAPPENS WE CAN FEEL IT
WITHIN OUR SOUL-SELF

Don Elzer

“Who are you going to get to do your dirty work when all the slaves are free?”
– Joni Mitchell

We have created a culture whereby the act of colonization defines the
work that we do. Today, what becomes the work of artificial intelligence and
what doesn’t? So the landscape of available occupations becomes half of what
it was just a decade ago. We have seen this before when there is a technologi-
cal shift or when manufacturing moves off-shore to other countries. Regard-
less, it remains an act of colonization to control the Commons. There were
social casualties then – and there will be again.

The problem that will be constant is one of transition – and this transition
will happen far too quickly and with too many unknowns, shitty planning in
a world that is already a victim of shitty planning. At the end of the day, this
social and economic dynamic might turn us into survivalists – at least we will
have to consider our own individual means to survive because, if we don’t
come to terms with this, nobody else will. The billionaires that we have
empowered won’t give a damn. They will be preoccupied with destroying
beauty.

So what work will you do? This is the greatest question of your lifetime,
and at the end of it you will ask yourself – was I helpful, or not? The answer
you will arrive at will either define your legacy, or it will cause you to engage
with your own idea of Hell.

This mixed media painting on canvas is called The Four Bundles. Here’s
what AI says about this work. First, it asks a question: What’s the artist’s
message?

“Don Elzer’s artwork, particularly ‘The Four Bundles,’ can be inter-
preted through his philosophy and teachings. As the founder of the Wildcraft
Forest School, Elzer’s art and message seem to revolve around themes of
nature, stewardship, and spirituality. Here are some key aspects of his
message.

As the founder of the
Wildcraft Forest School,
Elzer’s art and message
seem to revolve around
themes of nature,
stewardship, and
spirituality.
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• Connection with Nature: Elzer emphasizes the importance of building
relationships with the natural world, suggesting that humans should exist
within a wild and sentient relationship with nature.

• Stewardship and Responsibility: He advocates for responsible steward-
ship of the planet, encouraging individuals to prioritize the well-being of
other species and ecosystems.

• Spirituality and Inner Growth: Elzer’s work often explores the intersec-
tion of spirituality and nature, inviting individuals to tap into their inner
wisdom and find meaning and purpose.

• Sustainability and Environmentalism: Through his art and teachings,
Elzer promotes a shift away from industrialized resource extraction and
towards a more sustainable, eco-friendly approach to living.

• Holistic Thinking: He encourages people to consider the
interconnectedness of all things, including human imagination, and its role
in shaping our relationship with the environment.

By exploring these themes, Elzer’s artwork, including ‘The Four Bun-
dles,’ may be seen as a representation of his vision for a more harmonious and
sustainable relationship between humans and the natural world.”

It’s a pleasant description about me, but it doesn’t explain the painting
itself. And the reason for this is that the description was never turned into a
digital format, so it could not be pirated by the AI bots. I think I would like
to keep it that way. I will share the story with a gallery or collector – in the
flesh.

Humans need to be creative. We need to be able to imagine a harvest; a
better way to be; a future. If we are prevented from being creative, we cease
to dream – and this becomes the core ingredient within slavery. Our
ancestors wrestled with this for eons – they lived and died so that we could
dream and create – so that we could exist within some sort of self-determi-
nation.

I wish I could suggest a bold solution for surviving this transition. The
reality is that everyone’s situation is unique because we are all independent
souls. I’m an artist, a storyteller and a content creator (I hate that term; it
could only have been coined by a tech bureaucrat), so I see the world through
that lens – yet I’m also a wildcrafter, and I can’t help but experience this
vantage point from within a forest.

I require an audience, sometimes that’s all I need. I could say that I’m
creating my art for myself, and that’s all that matters – but in reality that’s not
me. I don’t think that humans create an expression of beauty or inspiration
for themselves – I believe that they create for others. Creating art is an act of
service to humanity and to the cosmos. When this happens we can feel it
within our soul-self – this becomes our return on investment.

I have also come to understand that for an artist the “art” that stands the
test of time and that satisfies one’s soul is not just within the creation of
specific works; the actual art is what the artist does with his or her creative
mind and actions. It is about the art of choice-making within the age in which

Humans need to be
creative. We need to be
able to imagine a
harvest; a better way
to be; a future.
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one lives – it is about the meaning and purpose of an artist’s life as a
composition of decisions.

The creation of paintings, sculpture, written works, dance and film is
simply an experiment in understanding the creation of formation – a rite of
passage so to speak. True artistic process is like a form of shamanism. It is
about learning to form the shape of the world. It is about understanding that
all things are clay-like and can be shaped into beauty. Human beings
represent Gaia’s imagination, and the artist becomes the translator for all of
this wonder. But only if the artist themselves comes to realize this – and takes
responsibility for all of it.

Yes, the genuine creative process, unfiltered as a form of service – this
would be ideal. But now we have empowered gatekeepers who will decide
what creations are to be seen and encouraged.

This is actually nothing new. Chronological snobbery is the belief that
ideas, art or science from the past are inherently inferior just because they are
old, assuming modern times are superior due to simple progress, a concept
coined by C.S. Lewis to describe the uncritical acceptance of our own age’s
intellectual climate and the dismissal of anything outdated as discredited. It’s
a form of “appeal to novelty” where we overlook past wisdom, thinking our
current perspectives are the pinnacle, while future generations will likely see
our own “advanced” ideas as equally flawed.

In the end, gatekeepers can prevent artists from getting exposure, which
then narrows creative growth; but that exposure can also serve to remind us
that, as an artist, or for that matter anyone, your liberation will not be
provided to you by others. Your liberation begins with the body of work you
choose to create for yourself as a service to something greater.

Ultimately this work will either free your soul – or not. AI will be used
to turn everyone into an artist, and it will provide easy tools for everyone to
be perceived as being talented and able; in other words it will do to artists
what it will do to every other profession. It will aggregate all of the creative
work done by everyone – but in doing so it will make everyone boring and
the same.

What makes us different and ultimately more successful is that humans
have a soul that can drive us to dwell beyond the matrix.

And we can do all of this without having to be plugged in.

You can visit my studio at: www.wildcraftforest.com

www.donelzer.com

True artistic process is
like a form of
shamanism. It is about
learning to form the
shape of the world. It is
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into beauty.
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WALKING WITH
SADNESS
Susan M. Klarich, Ph.D.

A woman of many years followed a faint path weaving through a field of blue
cornflowers that were waving in a slight breeze. She walked with a light step,
trailing her fingers through the waist-high flowers, and smiled like a girl
much younger than she appeared. In the distance, she could see a lumpy grey
figure, slumped over. The figure appeared to be a rock or a bundle of grey
clothing. As she drew closer, she could see the figure appeared to be a human
covered in a dingy, grey blanket. She approached slowly and bent over the
figure to ask, “Who are you?” in a quiet voice.

Two eyes, dark with misery and filled with tears peered up at her from
the folds of the blanket. “Who am I?” the figure echoed softly. “My name is
Sadness.” The figure’s voice trailed off into silence.

“You are Sadness?” the woman almost squealed happily. She smiled
broadly as if she had met an old friend.

“Do you know me?” Sadness asked suspiciously.
“Of course, I know you! Quite often in the past we have travelled

together for a short while,” the woman responded with a wide grin.
“So you are frightened of me then, like all of the others,” Sadness replied

miserably. “Why don’t you run away in terror?”
“Why would I ever run away?” the woman asked thoughtfully. “You

know very well that, sooner or later, you will catch up with anyone who ever
runs away.” The woman continued sympathetically, “But, may I ask, why are
you so melancholy?”

“I am just so sad,” Sadness responded.
The old woman sat down on the ground next to Sadness and said, “Please

tell me why you are so sad.”
Sadness sighed deeply and stared at his toes peeping from under the

grey blanket that was wrapped around him. “Well, you know….,” Sadness
trailed off, somewhat amazed that someone wanted to hear his story.
“Nobody likes me,” he continued. “It is my purpose in life to be with people
and to stay with some for quite a while. But when I come around, people
become afraid as if I were a disease they will never be cured of. Some people
have invented enchantments to scare me away. Others have resorted to
ingesting potions to keep me at bay. They say, ‘I am supposed to be having
fun,’ and they find something else to look at so they won’t see me. They make
themselves laugh until they are short of breath.  They say, ‘I must have eaten
something disagreeable’ when their heart quivers in pain. They say, ‘I have
to get it together’ when the pain in their back is too much. They say, ‘Only
babies cry,’ and they swallow the lump of tears in their throat so they are not

“Well, you know ...,”
Sadness trailed off,
somewhat amazed that
someone wanted to
hear his story.
“Nobody likes me,” he
continued.
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embarrassed in front of their friends. Then, they
numb themselves with another potion.”

“Yes, all that you say is true,” confirmed the
old woman. “I have passed people like this on my
journey as well.”

Sadness seemed to sink into his blanket even
more and whispered, “I only want to help people.
When I am close to them, they are in touch with
themselves.  They are experiencing their feelings. I
help them to build a safe place to nurse their wounds.
Those who can feel me have very thin skin. Many
times, I can help them break a sorrow wide open, so
the wound can heal properly from the inside to the
outside. But people do not want my help. They want
to put on a mask or build a wall around themselves.”
Sadness began to cry, softly at first and then louder
until he wailed in grief.

The old woman took Sadness in her arms and
stroked his back softly. “Cry quietly, Sadness,” she
whispered lovingly. “Rest now so you can be strong to
carry on later. From now on, you will not walk alone.
I will walk with you and guide you so Anguish does
not become powerful.”

Sadness stopped crying and peered up at the old
woman in amazement. “But who are you?” Sadness
remarked. “You never told me your name.”

“You can call me Hope,” said the old woman with
a huge smile.

My camera finds hope as I travel.

Susan M. Klarich, Ph.D., purveyor of roads travelled, emotions

felt and lessons learned with degrees in psychology, has finally

retired from a career in law enforcement. There, she was praised

for her writing skills and is now following a passion for writing

that has shadowed her since childhood. She has published two

books on law enforcement leadership and a children’s book,

which can all be found wherever books are sold online. She has also contributed to

multiple journals and magazines, including Short-Edition: The Short Story Dispensary and

the Perch-Yale University’s annual publication. When not writing she can be found

looking for inspiration on the back of a mountain bike travelling the world and in her

own “yard-en”.

Top: Along the Path: Icelandic Pony. Bred to

work hard during the harshest of weather in

Viking times, this descendant now prances in a

grassy field.

Middle: Along The Path: Overlooking the Rhine

River. The castle sits so high and mighty over the

small unassuming village beneath, which no

longer needs its protection.

Above: Along The Path: Sunset Over Lake

Monroe, Sanford, Florida. Lake Monroe was the

scene for the Second Seminole Indian War

(1835-1842). This calm body of water had been

the site of so much strife.
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LIVING
SELF-AWARE
Ria Busink

November, 2022
Is there an unseen hand that writes my story?

At birth, yes,
those early years

when others’ stories shaped the words of mine.
What word of mine first dared to set its own direction

and was it really mine?
Stories

piled on stories
piled on stories,

Each end a new beginning.
Words follow words follow words follow words.

Do I write or am I written…

In an unexpected way, the last four years have been the most personally
creative years of my life. No, I didn’t take up painting or pottery. What I mean
by creativity is living in self-awareness, an awareness that encompasses the
whole body. When I live from my bodily experiential grounding, something
a step beyond the patterns of language what I live is creative.

The words “my body” seem to suggest that the body is a possession,
something I own. But I have come to realize that I am body, I am my body,
and my body is the source of my creativity. Living is a whole-body experi-
ence. This is my story.

Becoming aware that I am my body did not come quickly or easily. For
the first decades of my life I lived in words, in my head. Not that there is
anything intrinsically wrong with words. Words express my thoughts and
feelings both for myself and to others. They allow the sharing of knowledge
and can shape themselves into a poem. However, so much of the time my
words did not do any of those things. The words just carried on in a stream
of consciousness kind of way that too often wasn’t connected with where I
was. There were just words, chattering away. Even when I was self-aware,
I was the words somewhere in the middle of my head.

When I was 48, for the first time I experienced myself, my conscious
being, in my body. My experience of myself and my life had always been only
with the words in my head. My life had been full of feelings, but they were
recognized and labelled as mine with words. I knew them in thought. That
day it was different. My immediate reality as a feeling person, my sense of I,
was in my body. Under pressure to speak, there was only the feeling, and

When I was 48, for the
first time I experienced
myself, my conscious
being, in my body. My
experience of myself
and my life had always
been only with the
words in my head.



25the journal of creative aging

that feeling was in my body: and I was that feeling. Bereft of words, I was
suddenly present for myself in my body, as body. The powerful experience
in my body was myself, I, the present living person and what I had lived.

Scroll forward some 30 years. During those first years after the shift I
often pondered what had taken place that day. Sometimes I asked friends
where they experienced themselves. In fact, my research focus for a  PhD was
how a sense of I is experienced. However, caught up in everyday life chal-
lenges, gradually what I had studied drifted into the background of my life.

Then my life circumstances changed dramatically. Floundering, I began
journal writing again, and in January, 2022, I wrote, “The shadow. I haven’t
looked at the shadow, which bodily I experience as a dark area, a blob.” Study had
taught me that Carl Jung defines the shadow as that hidden, repressed, for the
most part inferior and guilt-laden personality“the thing a person has no wish
to be”. The next day the word “shadow” made an unexpected appearance
again. Someone I deeply respected said, almost casually as we were going our
separate ways, “I think over the years I have dealt with my shadow.” Several
times in the next two weeks the word “shadow” again made an appearance
in my writing. In February, too many demands on my time had left me
feeling harassed and exhausted and then, on the 15th of the month, there was
a glimmer: “The problem is not that I had too much to do yesterday. The
problem is in how I did it. I was no longer present with myself as body ... Is
the absent body my shadow?” In my journal I had written, “Deep realizations
can make their appearance slowly.” It took another month for the words to appear
unequivocally, “The shadow – the body.”

Something was beginning to change. I noticed that often my journal
writing in the past year had included descriptions of what I noticed happening
in my body: not fully breathing out, a churning stomach, sensations in the
hands and face, and so on. Then there was a shift. I no longer just described
what I noticed; I began expressing what was happening. The change is subtle
but important. During the night of December 23, 2022 I wrote:

It took a while to figure out how I was lying, tight as a drum. Weight on the base
of the skull, chin up; breathing in and out, but shallow; shoulders tensed in, immobile;
thighs, hips, buttocks, all pulled in, narrowed; no movement, immobile; the only
movement a slight in and out of the abdomen with breathing in and out. (I have to pee
before I can finish this.)

A sick feeling at the pit of my stomach. My shoulders retighten, elbows pulled into
my sides, I have a headache. Shoulders retighten reflexively. Headache, at the top
middle of my head, pulling at times into my eyes, left temple, left side of face, upper
teeth. Tension in the left arm and hand, left side of jaw, the left side of my body.

I am resisting feeling. (Emphasis in the original.)
The headache is gone. Just like that it’s gone…
Notice the change in the writing from the first to the second excerpt from

my journal. In the first part, I figure out, as if from a distance, what the body
was doing. I described “how I was lying, tight as a drum…shoulders tensed…pulled

Something was
beginning to change. I
noticed that often my
journal writing in the
past year had included
descriptions of what I  
noticed happening in
my body.
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in, narrowed.” Creating even more distance, the weight was “on the base
of the skull” and “the abdomen” was moving in and out with breathing. I am
observing something away from myself.

Then, after the short hiatus to the bathroom, something changes. I no
longer write what the body was doing; I write what my body is doing, at
this very moment. Right now, I have a sick feeling in my stomach; right now,
I am retightening my shoulders. Right now, I have a headache and right now,
I feel the whole left side of my body tensing. I experience what is happening
in my body right now and I verbalize what I am experiencing right now. As
I write what I am feeling at that moment, in that moment, suddenly I, the
thinker, understands: I am resisting feeling. I don’t want to experience the
feelings and emotions that are threatening to come into awareness.

At first waking, I didn’t know I was lying “tight as a drum.” When it came
into awareness, the tightness was something I noticed “over there,” some-
thing I observed. It was when I came back to it that the “tight as a drum” was
immediately present for me: this is what I am at this moment; I am tight as
a drum. It is at the moment of being fully present that change can happen: the
headache is gone.

The above describes the first time I began to recognize that a kind of
‘body armour’ can stop strong disturbing bodily feelings from coming into
awareness; that the life I have lived is held not only in my mental memory
traces but also in the living tissues of my body.

My body is not an object I own but is the basic experiencing dimension
of my being as a living person. What my experiencing body has lived from its
beginnings may not be the same as what I consciously think I have lived, what
I remember. When there is a hush in the chattering of my brain, my body can
speak to me in its own language of feelings.

What I have described above is not the same as what is typically known
as introspection. Rather, it is more like being wordlessly attentive, a kind of
listening. This listening demands being present for myself right now. But just
what is that? It is not the same as thinking about myself. Rather, it is a kind
of wordless being, in that moment, with what I am. Then body-words can
make an appearance: This feeling I am noticing is also part of me. This is also
what I am. I resist feeling.

This resistance is also part of me; resistance to myself is also what I am.
I resist feeling.

These last years have been a revelation. By attending to what kept bodily
presenting itself, usually when I wakened during the night, I have been able
to release many distressing feelings that were frozen in the tissues of my lived
body.

In the hustle and bustle of everyday life, my challenge is to become aware
that I am not present for myself. At such times, telling myself I should be
present for myself may well place my attention even more firmly in my
thinking brain. But it can also be a first move to becoming present. Not long

In Penticton

This listening demands
being present for
myself right now. But
just what is that? It is
not the same as
thinking about myself.
Rather, it is a kind of
wordless being, in that
moment, with what I
am.
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ago, I read a phrase that has proven helpful: “become
seated in the body.” As I, in my awareness, ’seat myself’ in
my body, often words can stop and bodily
presence takes over.
Is the above egotistical self-absorption, a kind of selfish-
ness that disregards the needs of a suffering world? No. It
is a road to compassion. Thoreau’s suggestion that “the
mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation” has too often
hit home for me, and yet, I haven’t been without hope
along the way. I am closing with a poem that emerged from
me in 1983, which tells me that all along, somewhere, I
knew of the possibility of coming  home to myself.

February

There is a singing in the February gold of the willow,

And in the burble of water

Where it nudges at the ice still on the lake.

And when the geese drop down,

honking their hallelujahs,

and later,

when they walk on water to the sky -

hear the anthem!

Something mysterious, deep,

will still struggle for birthing,

caught though it is

in the crush of yesterdays and yesteryears

and all their generations.

It still must struggle –

the willow gold will leaf;

the geese, triumphant,

reclaim the newborn lake.

Ria Busink: “Depending on my criteria, my life has been largely conventional. Raised in a

devout family, most of my education took place in schools that were religiously based.

However, when I became a teacher, I worked mainly in the public school system. I married

young and raised three children. Within that basically conventional framework, inwardly I

identified most with being a searcher. In the 1980s, I completed a distance education

Master’s in Health Psychology, thinking I might put it to use as a therapist. Some years later I

left my marriage and in 1997 I completed a Ph.D. in Psychology at the University of Alberta.

Because there was overlap with some of his own research interests, my supervisor encour-

aged me to follow my interest in how subjectivity and a sense of I is experienced. But the

years that followed were filled with earning a living and coping with a painfully difficult

family challenge. For the last 10 years I have been mostly retired. Music and poetry have

been constants in my life, but my underlying drive has always been a kind of seeking. What I

have found is that my body shapes my subjectivity and is the source of my creative living.”

In Jasper
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THE JOY OF
BEING ‘MAR-GO’
Margo Jensen

Howard Thurman said, “Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes
you come alive and go for it!”

Our family took our first European trip when I was 12 and the world
opened up for me. No longer was my small town enough. My family was and
is very important to me, but the world became my much needed stomping
ground.

My mother complained I was not around enough, and I replied, “But
Mom, you named me ‘Mar…..go!’ I have the ‘wanderlust’.”  New places,
adventures, experiences, tastes, smells and sounds excite me. Change keeps
me pulsating.

While attending university I met and fell in love with a charming
handsome Kuwaiti. I believed all of his exotic tales. His stories filled me with
wonder. I was the Sultan and he was my Scheherazade. He asked me to marry
him and move to Kuwait. I decided to “go for it”.

Needless to say, I was young and naïve, and reality once we moved there
was very different. This was a long time ago and that area has really
developed and changed, but my experiences in the Middle East made me
curious about different religions and cultures. I was fascinated by the ‘silent
language’ that each area has. Their concepts of personal space, what consti-
tutes good and bad manners, their attitudes to family and children are
distinct. I could go on.

Originally Arabs were not allowed to paint representational art, espe-
cially not depicting Mohammad, so they developed beautiful calligraphy and
turned it into an art form. Their mosques and palaces are stunningly
beautiful. Travel was still my passion and luckily we did that extensively
until, after several years, we moved to London, England. Living in London
provided me with access to fabulous art museums. My sister was an art
historian and when she came to visit me my appreciation of art increased. Her
fact-filled dialogue as we went around the galleries made each artist and
painting more poignant and real.

I became a widow with young children while in London. I was busy and
never thought of painting. I had been told by my Grade 1 teacher that I
couldn’t draw and never questioned it. However, I loved looking and
marvelling at the skill and passion these great  artists expressed. What a
delight it was to sit in front of a Turner, a Whistler or a Gainsborough. Samuel
Johnson said, “When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life.” I cherish my
years there. England also provided me with easy access to the world.
Travelling was essential to keep me charged and I made countless journeys

I loved looking and
marvelling at the skill
and passion these great
artists expressed.
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with my horde in hand.
While living in France I decided to try painting…to just “go for it”. It

wasn’t because I thought I was suddenly an artist, but I was alone, my
children were either married or going to university in America, and nights
frequently grew lonely and long. I picked watercolour as my medium as it
was easier to carry home and required less financial output. I knew nothing
of watercolours and this was way before YouTube! Needless to say, water-
colours were a challenge but they filled my solitude and made me find joy by
‘travelling’ inward. My children framed a few of these early attempts, which
makes me chuckle. “Painting is easy when you don’t know how but very
difficult when you do.” Edgar Degas

Once I moved to Kelowna I became seriously interested in painting.
Luckily, Kelowna is full of talented artists who generously share their
knowledge. One day while standing in line at Opus a lovely gentleman
turned to me and said, “Oh, I see you’re an artist.”

“Just a dabbler,” I replied. He asked if I were new to Kelowna and
suggested I join a group called Mission Painters.  A lovely group of like-
minded artists who paint together every Wednesday. I decided to go for it!
For several years I was a drop-in, then a member, and for the last 4 years I’ve
been the President. Thankfully, I found my tribe and I’m so grateful.

I never dreamed I could draw a stickman let alone a portrait but the
human face fascinates. Once more I decided to just “go for it”. I took some
classes and practised, and my perseverance has enabled me to render pretty
good likenesses. “Inspiration exists but it must find you working,” Pablo
Picasso said. My children and grandchildren became my guinea pigs. Lately
my kids have enjoyed having their portraits done in more modern poster
forms.

The human face holds everything in it. Trying to capture even a little bit
of emotion or feeling is a matter of following shapes and values and trying not
to fixate on a feature, but rather contours and forms. Frequently, I turn my

Left: Charlie, my grandaughter

Middle: My daughter Samar, Charlie’s

mother

Right: My daughter Hanan

I never dreamed I could
draw a stickman let
alone a portrait but the
human face fascinates.
Once more I decided to
just “go for it”.
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painting upside down so I can get away from being so precise and focused. It
helps to get out of your head and truly see. What a relief and thrill it is when
my daughter’s eyes light up on seeing my paintings of them. It never ceases
to amaze me that my hand  has created these works. “True art originates from
a place of ‘no mind’ and inner stillness.” Eckhart Tolle

Some of my paintings of women are done in a more imaginative,
exaggerated style. These are truly fun to paint as they offer me more freedom
than a representational portrait.

I am attracted to all mediums, styles and colours. I can’t seem to settle on
one. Each requires a different approach and keeps me interested as the
process is always changing, forcing me to adapt and learn. I love the smell of
oils, the feel of the brush gliding over the canvas, and the thrill when a piece
reveals itself. Allowing a piece to become brings me such pleasure and
satisfaction.

Painting can also be a very humbling experience whether from criticism
or praise. While I’m fully aware that I’m not a master painter, I still find great
gratification in what I’m able to produce. I paint for my enjoyment and well-
being. “Whether you succeed or not is irrelevant – there is no such thing.
Making your unknown known is the important thing.” Georgia O’Keeffe

Art in all of its forms dance, literature, crafts. theatre, cooking, fashion,
painting, etc.is such an important part of living. I come alive while exploring
the physical world and/or the imaginative one. Life is to be experienced with
as much joy as possible. Creating through painting has brought me hours of
frustration and pure happiness.

Several things make me feel alive: family, travelling, reading, painting or
just staring at a sunset. Painting releases my inner self and allows me to escape
without an external mode of transportation. What a marvellous world we
live in. I agree with Mr. Thurman: if you can, go for it!

Margo Jensen was born in Utah but has lived in Kuwait, London, England, Mississauga,

Ontario ( where she became a Canadian citizen) Austin, Texas, the French Riviera and now

Kelowna. She believes that the world is a gift ready for us to open and enjoy.

Left:  Champagne

Right:  Wistful

Allowing a piece to
become brings me such
pleasure and
satisfaction.
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THE DRUM
REMEMBERS
Justine Birabwa

When NIDO’s Creative Connections Drum sessions began on November 7,
2025, they arrived as a program, but did not remain one for long. What first
appeared to be a scheduled arts activity began to shift into something else –
something less contained, less easily named. The drum did not simply fill a
room with sound. It changed the room’s temperature. It called people
towards one another.

In many seniors’ environments, the day is already spoken for – measured
in medications, meals, routines and appointments. Care can sustain life, and
still make it feel contained. A person may be cared for and still feel outside of
the day. They may be safe and yet feel invisible.

This is where rhythm begins to matter.
Rhythm does not begin with what has been lost. It meets people where

they are – capable of response. It asks what still moves.
In the circle, creative aging is not explained. It happens. A hand lifts. A

foot marks time beneath a chair. A shoulder shifts, then shifts again. A  smile
arrives before words. A resident who has not spoken all morning begins to
hum – softly at first, then with a steadiness that feels remembered rather than
learned.

No one asks for perfection. No one corrects the rhythm. The moment
holds. The drum does not ask for mastery. It asks for presence. A palm meets
the drum. Fingers tap against fabric. Someone laughs – unexpected,
uncontained – and the sound carries. These gestures are not secondary to the
work. They  are the work.

Over time, a pattern begins to take shape: the decision, the question and
the revelation. The first movement is the decision. Every meaningful en-
counter begins with a form of consent, even when that consent is quiet. In the
sessions, the question is not whether a participant can perform, but whether
they will join. Will they look up? Will they stay? Will they allow themselves

to remain with the sound? For some, the answer comes
quickly. Hands meet rhythm almost immediately. Someone
leans forward, already inside the circle. For others, it takes
time.

A woman sits with her hands folded in her lap, watching.
For several minutes, she does not move. Then – almost
imperceptibly – one finger begins to tap against the arm of her
chair. She pauses, as if unsure. Then again. She does not look
at anyone, but she stays. This is not a small gesture.

In care settings, where much of the day is structured, the

Group photo
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opportunity to choose – to enter something freely – can become rare.
The drum reintroduces that choice without pressure. You may join this.

You may respond from where you are. Even a small yes carries weight.
The work is not only about rhythm, but about attention – about creating

the conditions where response becomes possible. Then comes the question.
Once a person enters the rhythm, something older than speech begins to stir.
Not all  memory arrives in words. Some of it lives in timing, in cadence, in the
body’s quiet  knowledge of movement.

What does my heart remember when the drum speaks? The question
moves beneath the sessions, whether spoken or not. A man who struggles to
recall a recent conversation begins to strike the drum with steady precision.
Another, who has said little throughout the visit, becomes expressive through
sound. Someone else remains still, yet something in their face shifts – a
recognition that does not need to be explained.

The drum becomes a form of calling. It calls not only to the mind, but to
the whole self. It touches memory through repetition, identity through
participation and feeling through shared sound. In this way, the work
becomes a form of care not separate from art. The circle becomes a place
where culture is lived – felt and shared.

Elders, facilitators, staff, and sometimes family members gather within
a shared rhythm. Roles shift. Elders are not passive recipients. They become
participants, witnesses and responders. Their presence shapes the work.

And the work, in turn, learns from them. Each session adjusts. The
rhythm shifts. The pacing changes. Silence is allowed. And then, sometimes
quietly, the revelation arrives.

A laugh breaks across a face that had been still. A resident sits taller. A
glance passes between two people who have not spoken. The room, once a
collection of separate chairs, becomes a circle. Something shifts. A realization
takes shape – not in words, but in feeling: I am still here. I can still respond.
I am part of this.

The drum does not distract from aging. It meets it – with dignity.
It reminds us that people do not only need care. They need ways to

participate. They need to be recognized not only for what they require, but
for what they still carry – memory,  response, presence, the capacity for joy.

Since November 7, 2025, the work has grown not only through coordi-
nation and care, but through trust. Participants return – not only for an
activity, but for the possibility of  engagement.

What began as a session becomes a practice. The drum remembers.
And in its remembering, it helps others remember as well. Not always

names. Not always dates. But connection. Participation. The knowledge that
one can still respond. In a season of life often narrated through loss, the drum
offers another story – one in which something within us still moves, and
continues to answer.

Top: Drum session

Above: Conceptual art work

Justine Birabwa, born in Africa, is now a

Barrie-based artist and volunteer with

Nexim International Development Organiza-

tion (NIDO), where she engages with

seniors through drum sessions and arts-

based programming. This piece grew

directly from those lived experiences.

“In Africa, young people are not believed

to be carriers of great initiative. I have

witnessed young women deprived of their

dreams because they were considered

young. It is my desire that we change the

narrative and culture and shift the

paradigm through empowerment initiatives

and affirmative action strategies in lieu of

sustainable development.”

Recruitment Consultant & NIDO Programs

Manager

NEXIM Healthcare Consultants Inc.

jbirabwa@neximcare.ca
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“PLACES OF
THEIR OWN”
Penn Kemp

In my collection, COLOUR FIELDING, I explore the connection between
women artists and the way they are portrayed, literally in paint and/or in the
collective imagination of culture. The poems were first inspired by an
exhibition at the McMichael Gallery in Kleinburg, Ontario, called Places of
Their Own: Carr, O’Keefe, Kahlo. It was curated by Megan Bice and presented
alongside Sharyn Udall’s book of the same title. This exhibition celebrated
the work of Emily Carr, Georgia O’Keeffe and Frida Kahlo, marvellous 20th

century painters from Canada, the United States and Mexico respectively.
The three women’s art reveals a remarkable ferocity of purpose and dedica-
tion that I find fascinating. Each artist depicts her place as she feels it,
embodied on the canvas. Now in COLOUR FIELDING, in poetry, I salute
these women artists who have taken up the brush in broad strokes all their
own.

Brush Strokes

By pinceladas, revealed, by paint.

The medium depicts both pain and

defiance.

These three painters share an insider/

outsider ambiguity to Indigenous culture

and to their own body.

Carr became her own mountain.

Kahlo’s eyes engage

the viewer, confronting and confounding

Diego Rivera, her mentor/tormentor husband.

O’Keefe enters landscape.

Massif

In Emily Carr’s self-portrait, broad brush strokes

obliterate boundary to fling her bosom across the can-

vas like horizontal wheat sheaves. Caring not a fig for

convention, flesh streaks off edge outside all frames.

Wild woman of the woods, in a village of cat’s eyes,

she nags snarling weather into domestic peace, pets

the wind, sweeps cloud down streaming cedar trunk.

Photo by Lynne Helwig

The three women’s art
reveals a remarkable
ferocity of purpose and
dedication that I find
fascinating.
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In the paintings around her, implacable mountains rise

and sit, arms folded, waiting their turn. Firm hands on

knees, another hill down the hall squares off discourse.

The mountain inside recognizes the other out there.

How is a woman’s body represented? Kahlo defiantly defines herself in pain
and in paint:

Three for Frida on Exhibit

“Watch me tear this painting. Watch me rip it up or paint

another, better or worse. It matters, from my eye’s eye.

Body parts. Body parts to open the red sea of despond.

Circling upon her track, the hunted seeks the hunter out.

My body is mine to display, mine to mind. Mine to cram

in open pits of roiling, wicked pigment. Watch me dye – “

Wracked without ruin, with no easy room to manoeuvre

on thin bed rack, her mind stretches raw skin to easel.

Palette splashed in fury, cast to contain a febrile agility,

might avoid the looming void she so fervently defies.

Moods thicken. Tint hardens to stone. Medusa glints

solidified, just as snared as any light caught in her eye.

Tentacles springing from her head glitter seduction. Form-

al ribbons of snakes’ coil like a Spanish Infanta’s dress

by Velasquez. Wild vein through white leaves’ ruff.

A flat surface of sheer rock powdered to outlast flesh.

Frida draws her hair as whip lacerating her throat. Such

vegetation, grown long, twists to vengeance when shorn.

Linked chain around her neck, cadena. Monkey’s paw

protective. Then jackal’s inquisitively pointed ears, no –

just a black dog gone murky when eyes swim sea-green,

spark dashed with pain, or pills swallowed to kill pain.

Above her ear an amorphous, androgynous couple floats

turning in amniotic thought cloud. What nostrum must

be murmured over and over tumbling through such froth?

She-he-we. El, ella, nosotros. Confessions of mute rage

flicker phosphorescent over Sargasso’s obsessed sea.

Her heart opens like a sacred heart of Jesus to reveal Diego,

Diego Rivera. Her third eye, a bronze medallion of Maria,

gleams so curiously blind to its own reflection before that

ongoing inquisition of other eyes, eyes she sought so long.

Painting by Emily Carr

Kahlo defiantly defines
herself in pain and in
paint.
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“Just try to forget me now. I dare you, double dare. Already

my art has outlived all you onlookers of this ostensible life.”

Iconography Con Monos (1943)

The monkey on her shoulder peers

at the viewer it knows is there with

a complex expression, warily curious –

an animal guardian, her furred sister.

Frida trusts those other, older eyes so

unlike the other sister she portrayed,

the one who betrayed her with Diego.

In a favourite autoretrato, four monkeys

surround Frida. Two stare out from vivid

foliage that seems to hang from her ears,

lush jewellery. Behind her a crane flower,

bird of paradise beak ready to squawk, juts

alarm. The monkeys in front place protective

paws upon her heart, on a woven red circle,

heart’s outer emblem. As in mediaeval art,

they hone our eye along a sure path home.

My poems for O’Keefe continue her obsession with the natural world:

Canvassing Landscape

Taut skin stretched across cheeks, O’Keefe’s old bones

talk louder than living animals, she remarks. She collects

hollows from the hills of oceanic desert, to enter endless

cerulean sky through the certain two dimensions of paint.

Sunflowers

The difference between flowers

that fruit or not is only a nodule

hardening to zucchini, cucumber,

squash or pumpkin, who’s to say

from the first broad leaf?

Even now, in late September,

hugely orange arrays

splay about our yard on green

hose mandalas rigged for fruit

too late to come by.

What’s given is accounted for, well

on its way to being eaten. Among

the parasols of pumpkin leaves

chipping sparrows peck for seeds.

Frida Kahlo’s Self Portrait

“Just try to forget me
now. I dare you, double
dare. Already my art
has outlived all you
onlookers of this
ostensible life.”
– Frida Kahlo
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About us, silken milkweed parachutes

dance as we catch the work, the word as

light play. Patterns. How we toss

to and fro still expectant mid-way

through our lives. Almost mature, almost

coming into our own. Seed potency

bursting beyond hard casement

through the boundary of design.

These three artists present their images to the world on their own terms. But
there is a long history of male artists depicting women as they imagine them
to be. How would Mary Magdalene react to Daniel Gabriel Rossetti’s portrait
of her, for instance? Not amused, I imagine. Rossetti’s model, Lizzie Siddall,
was also a painter, but here she is merely a muse.

Mary Magdalene to Dante Gabriel Rossetti

Even though one hand needs to hold it

back, I have let down my hair for you.

But what am I doing sulking viridescent

and regarding you as complicit in guilt?

Are you about to remove my silver jar, its

letters engraved? Read me if you dare.

Why else do I clutch an emu egg to heart

as if it were the true Philosopher’s Stone?

Why are sweet pinkish petals of anemone

behind me four or sometimes five? Do they

grow out of my gown, the one I admire, with

gold design around the collar? You know

the atomic emblem I sport below my arm

revolves in eternal whirl just the way my hair

entangles you in fine tentacles you wish

were yours to hold. No, they are mine.

What shadow falls across my throat?

By what sunlight am I so oddly lit?

I am not burdened with lost love as

you the painter would depict me – mildly

sorrowful, meekly chastising you for

doing away with my Lord and master.

Am I your housemaid or your beloved?

Let me talk to you. Do not look away.

Rossetti, you seem to have confused

me with your own small love, a girl

snatched from the street, dead too

young. Your muse, Lizzie Siddall,

she was an artist and poet too, but

Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Portrait of Mary

Magdalene

There is a long history
of male artists
depicting women as
they imagine them to
be. How would Mary
Magdalene react to
Daniel Gabriel
Rossetti’s portrait of
her?
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do you remember her for her work

or for her vermillion hair, her face?

You can’t exhume me as you did her.

You with your false nostalgia for times

that never were. If only things turned

differently for us all, not this Uchronia –

this old story of what might have been.

What might have been if we saw more of Siddall’s work? Or the Magdalene’s
writing? COLOUR FIELDING attempts an answer. The book was published
this spring by Silver Bow as a companion volume to ORDINARY/MOVING:
see https://www.silverbowpublishing.com/penn-kemp.html.
My reading from our virtual launch is up on
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HUBpqUoWNb8.
Check out my reading from COLOUR FIELDING for these three women
artists; https://youtu.be/oqMQLPZgm0s.

Penn Kemp has been celebrated as a trailblazer in the literary scene since her first publica-

tion of poetry (Bearing Down, Coach House, 1972). The League of Canadian Poets honoured

her with their Inaugural Lifetime Achievement Award (2025), as Spoken Word Artist of the

year (2015), a foremother of Canadian Poetry, and Life Member (2016). Penn is a keen

participant/activist in Canada’s cultural life, with over 30 books of poetry, prose and drama;

seven plays and 10 CDs; as well as award-winning videopoems. She was London’s inaugural

Poet Laureate (2010-13) and Western University’s Writer-in-Residence (2009-10).

She was an artist and
poet too, but do you
remember her for her
work or for her
vermillion hair, her
face?
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REVISITING
Jimmy Lisotto

As a single parent raising two children, my primary focus was on my career and
family, leaving little time for creative pursuits, a passion I had thoroughly enjoyed
in my youth. However, upon my youngest child’s 18th birthday, I regained a
sense of personal freedom, which prompted me to rekindle my interest in
writing. Writing, particularly poetry, has proven to be an invaluable outlet for
expressing my deepest emotions, ranging from joy and fear to grief, anger, hope,
and dreams. Through this creative process, I have grown accustomed to channeling
my emotions into meaningful expressions. Consequently, when I am unable to
write, I feel a sense of creative stifling, as if a vital aspect of my being is being
suppressed.

Crumbled Pillar was a poem that needed to be written to help deal with grief.
My late mother passed away about fifteen years ago, and while I grieved heavily
at the time (as we were very close), it was more of a reaction to the loss at that
moment rather than grief that has been fully processed. It took quite a while for
the grief to subside to a manageable level... or so I thought.

Time passed. Life moved on. Ever so often, a random event, sighting, or
occurrence would trigger memories and a fresh wave of grief. When this
occurred, I was surprised by the intensity of it, as it didn’t seem like time was
doing much to lessen it. I would wrestle it back down, and carry on.

My late mother and I were extremely close. She was actually my maternal
grandmother, her and my maternal grandfather legally adopting me when my
natural mother/her daughter wanted to give me up for adoption when her
husband at the time decided he didn’t want to raise a child that wasn’t his. (This
is bringing up emotions of a different sort...I sense another creation coming on
soon!)

Another reason for our closeness was that I was born four months prema-
turely due to an attempt to end the pregnancy prematurely. As a result of that
traumatic birth, I was born with Cerebral Palsy. I was very delayed developmentally
as well as physically for many years while I underwent extensive surgeries and
different types of therapies to try and give me the best quality of life possible; so
in a lot of aspects I was even more dependent upon my adoptive mother for
nurturing and care than most other children my age. Due to my delayed social
development, she was my best friend and confidant as well as my parent for a long
time; and that level of closeness remained right up until her death.

About four years ago, I decided to get back into writing again after an
extended hiatus. Not long afterwards, I was looking through an old photo album,
and came across some pictures of Stanley Park, a park where I went many times
with my parents growing up. Those times were the times I felt the happiest, and
the most “normal”. (I actually haven’t been able to return to the park since her
death, but it is on my bucket list.) I felt the familiar emotional rippings of grief,

Crumbled Pillar

A fall on the ice many moons ago

Began your decline, though its progress was slow.

At first, you were able to keep pushing through,

I couldn’t even tell what was troubling you.

Time marches on, and so did the progression,

The ripple effect of your bodies’ destruction.

As the anguish increased, vigor became less,

Our roles were reversed, I now helped you dress.

When you needed more care than we could provide,

You were admitted, though we stayed by your side.

Then, the doctor had tragic news to impart,

Your systems were failing, including your heart.

Clarity was stolen when the end was near,

Every time I approached, you recoiled in fear.

Though I was shattered when you gave up the fight,

I was also relieved you went toward the light.
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but this time I decided to write about the experience of witnessing my mother’s
decline and death. Crumbled Pillar was born. I’m not going to say that the grief has
vanished since the creation of the poem (I am tearing up writing this), but it has
changed. It has lessened in intensity, and I attribute this to the poem acting as a
tool to help me process the grief to a large degree. In that aspect, it has been very
cathartic. Now that I think about it, writing this article has been cathartic as well,
so I’m blessed for the opportunity to do so.

Crumbled Pillar and its accompanying article not only brought up the memo-
ries and accompanying emotions of my mother’s death, it also brought up the
turmoil regarding my father’s suicide four days later.

My father was extremely devoted to my mother. They had been married for
over 50 years, and had remained committed to each other through the good
times and the bad. He always referred to her as his soulmate, and when they got
older.  He had expressed a desire for the two of them to pass at the same time as
he didn’t know how well he would be able to cope without her.

The day before he died, he reached out to me. He admitted to needing help,
stating that he didn’t know how to move forward after Mom’s passing. Dad was
a very brittle diabetic, and had always needed help managing his medication and
blood sugar levels. He expressed that not only was he unsure if he had the
capability to manage his own care, he was unsure if he even wanted to.

After we talked and shared our mutual grief, we mutually agreed that the
best thing for him would be to go into an assisted living type of situation, so that
not only would he not be alone, but he would have help in managing his care. I
was to meet with him the next day to begin the process of finding and applying
to a facility that would be appropriate for his needs.

Before the call ended, I asked him to assure me that he would be safe, and to
reach out to me if he was struggling in that regard. He promised me that he
would.

That was enough to ease my fears. My parents, being a generation removed,
had carried and instilled in me a lot of values that may seem a bit old fashioned
in today’s society. One of them was the value of a promise. A promise wasn’t
made unless there was every intention of keeping it. A person’s word was their
bond, and a promise even more so. This belief had been repeated and shown
through example so often through my childhood, it had become ingrained into
my character. It never crossed my mind that my father would break a promise to
me, especially one of that magnitude.

The next day, he was dead, all of his medication bottles empty. Even though
his tragic passing didn’t completely come out of the blue, it still hit me incredibly
hard because of that broken promise.

The Night You Chose was recently written not only in response to his passing,
but also in an attempt to process and deal with all of the accompanying conflicting
feelings surrounding my loss. His passing has helped me to begin a new phase of
healing. Previously I had never been able to fully organize and express the morass
of emotions. The process of understanding this power has begun.

The Night You Chose

I know you were shattered after Mom passed,

You felt bereft when she went into the night.

Yet the darkness was deeper and further cast

When by your own hand you extinguished your light.

So now I have lost not one, but both

Of the two people whom I loved the most.

Within the span of several days,

My two main pillars have crumbled away.

We were supposed to support each other

After the loss of your wife, of my mother.

I was to help you rebuild your foundation,

Yet you rejected the path to salvation

I didn’t get the chance to repay

The guidance you showed me along the way.

The chance for goodbye was harshly denied,

Now I am left with a chasm inside.

I pray that you have at last found peace,

It’s hard to forgive you walking out the door.

I’m angry that you decided to cease,

But also, I miss you from my very core.

Jimmy Lisotto is a writer and poet living in
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deep connection to anything that touches
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time, he enjoys traveling, fishing (both
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stay away from his slippers. He can be
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REVISITING THE
CLASSICS
ON CURIOSITY, FIRE AND THE AFTERLIVES OF
JANE EYRE

Z. I. Mahmud

My creative writing often begins not with certainty, but with restlessness –
with questions that refuse to remain politely answered. I am drawn to
moments in literature where silence presses against speech, where what is
hidden begins to smoulder, and where curiosity becomes both risk and
revelation. Writing, for me, is an act of listening across time: to texts, to voices
muted by history and to the self as it changes across places and years. My
story, Pandora’s Staircase: The Ghost of the Marriage Contract was born from
such listening.

The germination of this story also unfolded over several formative years
following my Fulbright residency, during which relocation, return and re-
rooting shaped my life as an independent researcher based in Bangladesh.
Living and working across cultural and intellectual geographies heightened
my sensitivity to questions of belonging, visibility and the afterlives of
colonial and gendered narratives. Creative writing became a way to metabo-
lize these experiences – not by abandoning scholarship, but by re-entering it
through imagination in my own creative writing.

For readers unfamiliar with Jane Eyre, a brief contextual grounding may
be helpful. Charlotte Brontë’s 1847 novel follows Jane Eyre, an orphaned girl
who grows into a fiercely moral and self-respecting woman despite repeated
encounters with cruelty, deprivation and social constraint. After a harsh
childhood and years of institutional discipline, Jane becomes governess at
Thornfield Hall, where she falls in love with its enigmatic master, Edward
Rochester. Their romance, however, is interrupted by a devastating revela-
tion: Rochester is already married. His wife, Bertha Mason, has been secretly
confined in Thornfield’s attic, hidden away due to her supposed madness.

This revelation forces Jane to choose between passionate attachment
and ethical autonomy. She refuses to become Rochester’s mistress and leaves
Thornfield, enduring hardship before eventually finding emotional and
spiritual equilibrium on her own terms. Only later, after Thornfield has
burned and Bertha has died, does Jane reunite with a chastened, physically
diminished Rochester – this time as his equal.

Bertha Mason, though occupying little textual space, exerts an enor-
mous symbolic force. She is often framed as monstrous, excessive and
dangerous – the dark double against which Jane’s restraint and moral clarity
are defined. Yet feminist and postcolonial readings have long questioned this

SAGE-ING WITH
LITERATURE
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framing, recognizing Bertha as a figure produced by imperialism, patriarchal
fear and the violent logic of containment. It is at this junction – between the
canonical narrative and its silences, decrees of the day – that my story
intervenes.

Rather than retelling Jane Eyre, Pandora’s Staircase imagines a moment of
reckoning: an encounter between Jane and Bertha not as opposites, but as
reflections shaped by different responses to the same system. The attic
becomes a symbolic laboratory where marriage, madness, curiosity and
creative agency collide. Fire, in this story, is not merely destructive; it is
clarifying. It exposes the cost of contracts forged without consent and
identities shaped through repression.

For Sage-ing, a journal committed to creative expression as a pathway to
insight, transformation and legacy, this story offers a meditation on what
happens when silenced figures are finally seen – not as problems to be solved,
but as truths to be acknowledged. It reflects my belief that wisdom does not
always come with age alone, but with the courage to revisit what we were
taught to fear, and to reimagine it with compassion and clarity.

PANDORA’S STAIRCASE: The Ghost of the Marriage
Contract

For years, the staircase was said to be cursed or blessed – depending upon
who told the story. Servants whispered of strange lights behind its closed
door; guests spoke of a cold breeze that slipped down the banister and out
into the moonlit grounds. Jane had always felt an inexplicable pull toward it,
as though the house itself held a truth she needed to confront. After all,
creativity is not always gentle – it scours the darkness, seeks and reveals, frees
what was hidden. Perhaps that was what drew her up these stairs again.

At the attic door, she paused. Her hand hovered over the iron latch. For
a long time, the key had rested in Mr. Rochester’s pocket, wrapped in layers
of polite, distracted assurances. But tonight the key felt like something
mocking her unease. What waited beyond that door was a heat she could
almost smell – like embers breathing. A promise: revelation or ruin. The
house exhaled scents of burnt wood and candle smoke, an invitation and a
warning both. Jane’s fingers trembled with a strange exhilaration – curiosity
rippling through her like an unquenchable flame. To know is to risk the safe
sanctity of what came before.

The attic door gave way under her push, groaning like a wounded
animal. The darkness inside was nearly solid – heavy with years of unspoken
truths. A single lantern hung from a rusted hook, its flame flickering in
nervous intervals and revealing the room’s uneven contours in wavering
relief. At the heart of that shadowed room stood a figure – alive with flame
and fury and fierce abandonment.

Top: An attic window with light piercing

darkness – evoking revelation and recogni-

tion

Above: A fog-shrouded staircase –

symbolizing curiosity and ascent

For years, the staircase
was said to be cursed
or blessed – depending
upon who told the
story.
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Bertha.
Her hair hung in a tangled cascade of burning copper and midnight, and

in her eyes blazed the depth and ferocity of all those nights forced into silence
and solitude. She paced across the scattered remnants of the attic, its floor
creaking under her restless steps in a rhythm both human and unearthly – like
the heartbeat of Thornfield itself, pulsing with the agony of truths denied.

She moved like a tempest held in restraint, a creature stitched from rage
and sorrow and impossible pain. And yet, in her presence – reflected in the
wavering glow of that single lantern – Jane saw something unexpected. It was
not merely fury that danced in Bertha’s gaze. It was an urgent insistence on
being seen – and an anguished plea for recognition.

“You shouldn’t have come,” Bertha’s voice hissed, layered with smoke
and sorrow. “You see me, and yet you do not.”

Jane of course did see her. All too clearly. But seeing, she reminded
herself, was not the same as understanding. She lifted the lantern with
shaking hands, its circle of light shaking like a heartbeat.

“You are not what he says you are,” Jane said, her voice both soft and
steady, a strange blend of compassionate reckoning. “I know now. You are
not a secret to lock away, nor a threat to fear. You are… you.”

Bertha’s lips curved into a semblance of a smile – sharp, jagged, startling
in its feral grace. For a moment, silence filled the attic: heavy, quivering,
pregnant with meaning. Then, almost as if the room itself answered some
ancient summons, the air shimmered and flames leapt to the rafters. Fire
licked old beams and ancient cobwebs, and a patient ferocity began to
consume the attic space.

Jane inhaled the acrid smoke – yet she did not flee. She did not turn away.
For the fire here was not merely wrath; it was transformation. Revelation.
The hearths of our lives often burn away what must be released before
renewal can take shape. She watched ancient wood turn to ash, watched
walls sag with the burden of history, and listened as the house groaned and
whispered of centuries of containment – of women yoked to silence, of spirits
restrained by fear and fetish, of ideas too bold to remain caged.

In the shadows, Rochester’s face appeared – pale, taut – horror and denial
swimming in his eyes. His hands stretched toward Bertha as though to claim
her, to shape her, to reduce her back into familiar containment. His voice
trembled with fervor: “Come back. Come back. You were meant to fit –
meant to be… right.”

But the fire resisted.
Bertha’s laughter – wild, musical, terrible – spun through the beams like

a wind released from its cage, mocking him. She was no longer merely a
secret, no longer a threat, no longer a fetishized object of desire or fear. She
was truth made flesh ungovernable.

Jane lowered the lantern with an understanding that thrummed deep
within her. Her curiosity – once a soft whisper of wonder – had carried her
into the heart of the fire. Here in the attic’s consuming blaze, she felt the

Firelight on wooden beams – representing

transformation and truth

It was not merely fury
that danced in Bertha’s
gaze. It was an urgent
insistence on being
seen – and an
anguished plea for
recognition.
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delicate balance of things: desire and rage, hope and despair, curiosity and
fear. Here, the patriarch’s designs – his neat contracts, his tidy order – were
undone by their own contradiction.

Bertha advanced toward Jane not with attack but with recognition, the
lantern’s flickering glow dancing in her bright gaze.

“See me,” she said – no demand, just a plea carried in the flaring embers
of her voice. In her eyes shone every secret silenced, every shame disguised
as propriety, every unrecorded life that had been dismissed as madness or
worse. And Jane met it – not with fear, but with acknowledgment. The attic
was no longer a cage. It was a cathedral of truths too long ignored.

Outside, the wind began to change – gentle flurries of snow drifting
against the failing glow of the fire. Jane and Bertha stepped from the attic’s
ruin together – the old house behind them still whispering, still groaning with
its ancient burdens – and for the first time in its long, lonely history,
Thornfield felt like a beginning instead of an imprisonment.

They walked down the staircase, its banisters smooth beneath their
hands, not with haste but with a new rhythm, as if the house itself had learned
to breathe again. Curiosity, Jane realized as the snow settled around them like
a blessing, was not merely survival – it was a weapon, a guide, a flame that
divorces fear from truth. It burns away illusions and conjures legacy. It insists
that we see what was once hidden – not to destroy, but to liberate. What the
patriarchal vision tried to lock away – every hidden woman, every fractured
spirit – would always tremble before the courage of those who dared to look,
to speak, to see and be seen.

So they walked on into the quiet snowfall, no longer angels or monsters,
no longer half-truths bound in contract, but whole in their creative agency
and shared revelation. And in that winter hush, Jane knew that the stories we
refuse to tell are the ones that shape us most. In facing the living shadows, we
discover what it means to ignite the fire of our own becoming – our creative
sage-ing – revealing the wisdom that was always ours to claim.
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Our Manifesto
This journal (and our associated website) is about you, and the possibil-
ity of you creating the next chapter in the book of your life.

You’re familiar with how the other chapters worked: early, child-
hood, teenage, tempest, tragedy, trial, temptation, partnering, break-
ing, birthing, making, solving, earning, learning, building, growing,
mentoring, celebrating, wising up, and ending up here after all that.

The road of life goes on from where you now find yourself, you’re
still on it, and the vistas that open before you promise more and maybe
better rewards, but only if you engage in the possibilities.

You now get to decide if this next chapter will be a rich and fulfilling
one for you, or only the last.

Rather than fading into that good night, might we offer an alternative?
Creative aging is a powerful social and cultural movement that has

stirred the imaginations of many communities and people. Also referred
to as sage-ing, creative aging takes many forms, and elevates people in
many ways.

Most importantly, creative aging encourages and facilitates indi-
vidual and collective creative pursuits, including writing, crafting, paint-
ing, dancing, and an almost unlimited number of other ways to express
your creative energy.

It encourages you to find your inner artist, to discover the opportu-
nity to celebrate and elevate, to make the most of the wisdom you’ve
accumulated through the lessons of your life. It pleads for you to speak
the truths you’ve learned, to share your wisdom, to be wise, to sage.

Creative aging helps you discover the source of wellness, which is in
your spirit, your will to be, to be well, to share your gift, to explore, to
create, to be whole.

Creative aging encourages you to engage with your inner life, to
experience the grace of knowledge, to express gratitude for your gifts,
and to share them with others on the same journey. By doing so, you
open the door to the creative person that lives inside you, the insights
you possess, the lessons you can learn through your experience, the
discoveries you can share with fellow creators, and the wisdom you can
gift to future generations.

Sage-ing: The Journal of Creative Aging exists to help you document
your creative pursuits with care and integrity, to honour your truth. It’s
time for you to join us. Tell your story, make your next chapter.


