
 

 

 
 

Re-Valuing Relationships in the Human and More-Than-Human World 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
Mary Jane Nusbaum  

 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of  

MASTER OF FINE ARTS​
Printmaking  

​
The School of Fine and Performing Art 

State University of New York at New Paltz, New York 12561  

August 2025 

 
 
 
 

Thesis Committee:  
 

Emilie Houssart  
 

Aurora De Armendi Sobrino  
 

Jean Shin  

 
 
 

 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2025 
Mary Jane Nusbaum  

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED  

 
 

1 



 

 
 
 
 

Thank you to my professors at SUNY New Paltz for your inspiration, generosity, and 

dedication. I am especially grateful to Aurora De Armendi Sobrino for her warmth, guidance, 

and masterful book-making instruction; Emilie Houssart for her heartfelt support of this project 

and for encouraging me to trust the subconscious in my creative process; Jill Parisi-Phillips for 

sharing her expertise in papermaking and for cheering on my experiments; Matthew Friday for 

modeling how community building and environmental justice can be integral to a meaningful 

art practice; Corina Willett for making possible oversize prints on Kozo; and Emily Puthoff for 

teaching molding and casting and to Workshop Foundry in Kingston for the unforgettable 

experience of bronze casting. Thank you all for making these past two years so rewarding and 

transformative! 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 



 
 
 
 
 

 

"Difference must not be merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities 

between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only then does the necessity for 

interdependency become unthreatening. Only within that interdependency of different 

strengths, acknowledged and equal, can the power to seek new ways to actively ‘be’ in the 

world generate, as well as the courage and sustenance to act where there are no charters."  

 

– Audre Lorde 
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Introduction: 

The world today feels increasingly fractured, marked by division, disconnection, and 

injustice. Many of us experience our communities as fragile and our sense of belonging as 

uncertain. Against this backdrop, I believe art can be a transformative tool for healing and 

resilience, helping us re-value relationships, with each other and with the more-than-human 

world. By “more-than-human” I mean plants, animals, and the unseen forces that shape our 

existence.  

I use the word “re-value” intentionally. I believe we already possess the wisdom needed 

to create thriving communities, but this knowledge is often ignored or forgotten. In a culture 

that prioritizes profit, control, and extraction over care for the Earth and for one another, our 

values can become distorted. 

My art and research challenge dominant cultural models and power structures by 

drawing from global myths, feminist and Indigenous perspectives, and patterns in nature to 

explore which relationships truly matter and what needs to be reclaimed, or reinvented.  

Community action and land restoration are central to my practice, and learning from 

teachers across cultures guides me in discerning where I can best be of service. I use local plant 

and animal materials to honor Place and ancestral skills, while exploring themes of social justice 

and  healing. I work with repurposed antique materials and reflective elements to illustrate our 

entangled connection to the past and future in the present. I use double-edged humor to 

knock-loose heavy psychic material while reminding us not to take things too seriously. 
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Through Sanctuary, an immersive installation, and Power Tools, a set of ritual objects 

designed to empower the oppressed, I invite viewers to reflect on healing relationships with 

ourselves, our communities, and the world around us. 

Ultimately, my intention is to spark conversations about recovering wisdom that honors 

interconnection, and find ways to build a more resilient and caring future rooted in shared 

humanity and respect for the Earth. 

 Influences:  

I’ve learned from many people over the past couple of years, some in person, some 

through books, podcasts, conversations, workshops, and films. These diverse voices from 

different times and cultures have challenged me to rethink my role as an artist and how my 

work can engage with broader issues. 

These teachers have helped me understand global challenges and inspired hope and 

action. They encourage me to view today’s crises through lenses of spirituality, community, and 

environmental responsibility, highlighting the urgent need to protect endangered cultures, 

languages, traditions, ecosystems, and species.  

The following is a select group of influential teachers who have inspired my work: 

Mamos and Zagas, spiritual leaders from a 4,000-year-old Colombian culture, lead 

weaving workshops in the Hudson Valley and have shaped my understanding of how the 

present connects to the past and future. Concerned by modern society’s hunger for taking from 

the earth without giving back, they travel the world sharing ancient wisdom about reciprocity, 

interconnection, and balance. Their goal is to help modern humans remember and take 
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seriously our original role as caretakers for the Earth, so life can thrive for “another thousand 

years” (Workshops: 2022, 2023, 2024). 

 

 
Weaving workshops: Spirals of sacred string form 
each ‘mochilla’ (little bag) using an ancient sewing 
technique taught by the Mamos and Zagas from 
Colombia. Spirals symbolize the ever-evolving tiny 
and infinite universe and illustrate direct, 
continuous, connection to past and future from the 
present. 

Max Dashu is an American feminist historian, artist, and founder of the Suppressed 

Histories Archives. Since the 1970s, she has uncovered and shared women’s hidden histories, 

particularly in Europe but also globally, focusing on women’s roles, achievements, and spiritual 

traditions often erased from mainstream narratives. I learned from her about distaffs, an 

important tool for weaving, and essential for survival of Northern European and Scandinavian 

communities, who relied on warm garments and woolen sails for boats. Women were 

sometimes buried with staves, symbols of ritualized power, and they directly influenced my 

creation of Power Tools (Dashu 2016). 

Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estés, an American poet, author, Jungian psychoanalyst, storyteller, 

and curandera (healer), is best known for Women Who Run with the Wolves. Drawing on 

multicultural myths, fairy tales, and folk wisdom, her work explores creativity, healing, and the 

wild feminine. Her retelling of stories exposes the oppressive forces of patriarchal culture and 

her work with the “medial nature” helped me embrace my artistic voice (2009). 

April Kornberg an accomplished jewelry maker and retired Waldorf School art teacher, 

taught me ancient cordage and string techniques, including looping, the oldest known stitch 
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used by humans, which dates back to the Paleolithic period and is featured in several of my 

Power Tools. April lives in Hillsdale, NY and I attended workshops with her in 2024-2025.  

Tyson Yunkaporta is an Indigenous Australian academic, author, and artist best known 

for his book Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World (2019). As a senior lecturer 

at Deakin University, he bridges Indigenous and Western perspectives on sustainability and 

community. His experimental writing on quantum time travel and ritual boomerang carving has 

guided my interest in the existence of worlds beyond this physical reality. 

Alice Walker coined the term Womanism, a social and cultural movement that centers 

the experiences, wisdom, and contributions of Black women and women of color. It is a more 

inclusive form of feminism that values intersectionality, and embraces race, class, gender, and 

spirituality. Womanism emphasizes community, care, the health of the Earth and all living 

beings, through love, healing, and justice (1983). 

Over the past two years I’ve researched feminism across decades and applaud ongoing 

efforts for equality and the evolving inclusivity of gender, sexuality, and LGBTQ+ identities. I find 

myself drawn even more to womanism for its broad scope and recognition that patriarchy is 

harmful to everyone, including men, boys, and all beings on the planet (hooks). 

bell hooks argues that Black women’s experiences of marginalization provide a unique 

perspective that challenges dominant classist, racist, and sexist structures. She emphasizes that 

recognizing and utilizing this vantage point is crucial for developing a liberatory feminist theory 

and movement, and that critique from this position aims to strengthen, not diminish, feminist 

struggle (hooks 16-17). 

​ In my work I embrace this liberatory theory and practice dismantling systems of 

oppression by promoting empowerment of individuals who engage with my art and by fostering 
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inclusive, equitable environments in communities where I teach and learn. I expand these 

efforts to include the more-than-human-world in my garden and in local habitat restoration 

projects. 

Layli Maparyan, in The Womanist Idea highlights the genius of grassroots women 

around the world who are healing communities and the planet through education, care, and 

action. From planting millions of trees in Africa, to transforming a women’s prison into an 

ashram in India, Maparyan insists that these voices belong at the decision-making table because 

their genius has been missing for too long. From a womanist point of view, meaningful social 

and environmental transformation is rooted in spirituality, which is separate from organized 

religion, and brings a deeper, metaphysical awareness to activism. These ideals are at the heart 

of Sanctuary and lend an empowering metaphysical thrust to Power Tools. 

Robin Wall Kimmerer, author, educator, biologist, and proud Potawatomi citizen 

acknowledges, "Even a wounded world is feeding us. Even a wounded world holds us, giving us 

moments of wonder and joy. I choose joy over despair. Not because I have my head in the sand, 

but because joy is what the earth gives me daily and I must return the gift" (327). 

She suggests this model for reclaiming our ancient reciprocal relationship with the Earth:  

​ ​            We do this:​ ​ ​ ​     Instead of this:  
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Maureen Murdock is the author of The Heroine’s Journey: Woman's Quest for 

Wholeness (1990), which presents a female-centered model of Jungian individuation, a 

psychological and philosophical concept describing the development of one's unique identity 

and sense of self. In patriarchal societies, this journey involves a woman psychologically delving 

inward to discover her true nature and purpose.  

According to Murdock the narrative of female inferiority has been embedded in our 

culture for the past 5000 years and to overcome it women must go through a process of healing 

the wounded feminine within ourselves and in the broader culture. Unlike the Hero’s Journey, 

which is outward and heroic, this journey is inward—facing pain, loss, or cultural wounds, and 

emerging with renewed purpose. 

The Heroine’s Journey fueled my work and inspired me to create tools for assisting 

women and others oppressed in this hierarchical culture. 

Audre Lorde’s essay “Poetry is Not a Luxury” helped me value my role as an artist and 

trust my instincts. She said, “These places of possibility within ourselves are dark because they 

are ancient and hidden; they have survived and grown strong through darkness. Within these 

deep places, each one of us holds an incredible reserve of creativity and power, of unexamined 

and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The woman's place of power within each of us is neither 

white nor surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep.” 

Bolstered by Audre Lorde’s genius, the wisdom of many teachers, and my own 

experiences, I see clearly that I am a tiny part of a whole. I understand the importance of 

working with others to create a more resilient future. But what does that look like?  

A friend once suggested, we can look to nature for clues and creative solutions to any 

problem we face.  
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Patterns in Nature:  

One of my first prints during my MFA was a collagraph of snake skins found in my 

friend’s barn. Scales resembled armor and must be shed for the snake's growth and 

transformation. Shedding the old to make way for the new.  

 

 

Collagraph of Snakeskins, 2023 

 

When snake scale patterns started showing up everywhere, I paid attention. I saw them 

in scalloped siding on Victorian homes, in shingles on rooftops, in the shimmering flash of fish 

scales, and the overlapping petals of flowers, and I knew this was a concept worth pursuing. 
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Snake scales in Germantown, NY 

 

Imbrication is the name for this repetitive overlapping pattern, I learned from my friend 

Dina Falconi, a renowned local herbalist who inspires wild food gathering and medicine-making 

through her cookbook Foraging and Feasting and YouTube videos.  

Imbrication, according to the Merriam Webster Dictionary, means “lying lapped over 

each other in regular order.” This pattern is found across life forms and geological structures on 

Earth, from plants and animals, to tiny insects and human hair, and river stones to massive 

tectonic plates (Vogel 2003; Ball 2016). 

Imbricate patterns have existed for millions of years and their proliferation and longevity 

attest to their success as an evolutionary trait. One example is the plant family Proteaceae 

which has been thriving for more than 80 million years. They first appeared in the Cretaceous 

period and were named for the shape shifting Greek god Proteus because of their more than 

1200 varieties (Waggoner 1995). King Protea, animated by scales and ‘feathers,’ is one of my 

favorites.  
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Scales and Feathers, King Protea II, Digital photo on paper, 12” x 12”, 2023 
 

Forests as we know them today also evolved during the Cretaceous period with pines, 

oaks, hickories, and magnolias becoming common in North America by the end of the era.  

 

   ​​  
 

Artichoke, Digital photo on paper, 12” x 12”, 2023 
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Birds which have been around since the dinosaurs, are clad in imbricate patterning, as 

noted on this chicken’s breast and scaled legs. 

 

 
 

Imbrication, Digital print on paper, 13”x19” 2023 
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These photographs reveal scales facing in different directions serving related yet 

opposite functions. Feathers and fish scales facilitate smooth movement through air and water, 

artichokes and pineapples face upward to collect and store water, and river stones, forced by 

strong currents, overlap to shield banks and streambeds from erosion. The imbricate tips of 

Porcupine quills work in both directions: flowing smoothly forward for easy entry but splaying 

outward when reversed, making removal difficult.  

 

 
 

Research Poster, Digital print 13”x19” 2024 
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Sky Fish, Digital print on paper, 13” x 19”, 2023 
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If through this recurring pattern, nature offers such elegant solutions to countless 

challenges, enabling living systems to adapt, absorb stress, and thrive without breaking, could 

humans use this concept as a road map for building more resilient relationships? Can we see 

it as a visual cue for valuing interconnection and different perspectives?  

Within imbricated life forms, individual scales overlap to play slightly different but vital 

roles. They work together when intact, expanding and contracting, but if one scale is broken or 

missing the form will lose its balance. If enough scales are broken or missing the system will 

falter and fall apart.  

This patterning recalled for me the emphasis and importance third-wave feminism 

places on ‘difference’ as a source of strength. Audre Lorde uplifts difference as a raw and 

powerful, mutually beneficial way forward, as described in her 1979 book The Master’s Tools 

Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House:  

As women, we have been taught either to ignore our differences, or to view them as causes for 

separation and suspicion rather than as forces for change. Without community there is no 

liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an individual and her 

oppression. But community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic 

pretense that these differences do not exist. Those of us who stand outside the circle of this 

society's definition of acceptable women; those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of 

difference—those of us who are poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older—know 

that survival is not an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular, and 

sometimes reviled, and how to make common cause with those others identified as outside 

the structures in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish. It is learning 

how to take our differences and make them strengths (Lorde Master’s Tools, 1979). 
 

Lorde’s clear vision affirms that communities are strongest when they value and 

embrace different perspectives, recognizing that our well-being is deeply interconnected, and 

that we should seek out others interested in forging equitable paths outside the limits of 

patriarchy.  
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 By bringing together themes of social justice, ecological awareness, and imbricate 

structures, my work is evolving into a visual language that speaks to these issues through 

materials, symbols, and process. My aim is to make visible ancient patterns lingering at the edge 

of culture and psyche, reimagining them and connecting past and future in the present.   

This approach underscores the essential nature of interconnection and echoes the 

African philosophy of ‘Unbuntu’ which teaches “My humanity is inextricably bound up in yours” 

(Tutu 1999) and “I cannot be what I want to be until you are what you need to be” (Boesak 

2014). 

Major Works:  

This visual, material, and intellectual research resulted in two major works: Sanctuary, 

an immersive handmade paper installation and Power Tools, ritual objects designed to 

empower women and others oppressed by patriarchal culture’s brute force.   

Through this emergent work, I invite conversations for deeper connection to self and 

others across species. I hope it can inspire more resilient, interconnected, supportive 

relationships within our spheres of influence, beginning with ourselves. 
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              Photo by Seth Britton 

 

Samuel Dorsky Museum of Art – Installation view of Learning to See in the Dark, Sanctuary and Power Tools. The 
large paintings to the right, beyond the table with Power Tools are the work of Estuardo Bonilla Painting and 

Drawing MFA graduate, and to the left, behind Sanctuary, is the work of Erica Compton, Metals MFA graduate 
2025.  

 

 

Sanctuary: 

Sanctuary is a large installation constructed of more than 20,000 handmade paper discs. 

It is made from plants: abaca, cotton, jute, sweetgrass, lavender, embedded with cotton strings. 

The paper circles are dusted with mica and threaded into husk-like strands, suspended from a 

hula hoop found on the side of the road.  

These humble materials create a sheltering space that some say feels like a protective 

forest, others describe it as if floating peacefully under water. Judd Shiffman, a ceramic artist 

and visiting lecturer, called it a “heart space, a sanctuary,” and a meditative space for reflection. 

(Thank you Judd, for the title!) 
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Mirrored surfaces above and below multiply the space inside Sanctuary. Strings and 

each participant’s image reflect in a clouded mirror above and a dark pool of water below, 

blurring the line between artwork, viewer, and environment.  

Inspiration came from dreams, Turkey Tail mushrooms, Indigenous Scandinavian 

cosmology, ancient Colombian teachings, and the belief that we are connected to ancestors, 

each other, and the larger world.  

    

Inspiration for Sanctuary came from bracket fungi like Turkey Tail (Trametes versicolor) and Violet Toothed Polypore 
(Trichaptum biforme). Turkey Tail are one of the most studied mushrooms in the world and known for their 

tumor-reducing properties.  
 
 

Sanctuary was shaped by many hands, with friends, family, and colleagues helping to 

pour paper pulp into molds to create the sculpture. Each person’s unique perspective is 

threaded into the work.  

To me, Sanctuary is a portal where the past and future converge in the present. It is a 

space to pause, listen, and be guided by unseen forces, if you are willing to let go.  
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In times of crisis, we need new ways of imagining, relating, and caring. Sanctuary, the 

largest of the Power Tools is my offering, a place to envision what else is possible and know we 

are not alone.  

 

 
 

Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estés, author of Women Who Run With the Wolves, identifies the medial nature  
as the ability to stand between worlds (Mother Night 2018). 
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