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An artist aims to protect, preserve, enhance, rede:ne and even alter 
ones perception of environment. We witness this in the writings of 
Mark Twain (the Mississippi River), the compositions of Aaron Cope-
land (the Appalachian Mountains) and the photographs of Ansel Ad-
ams (National Parks). Tuan suggests that “place comes into existence 
when humans give meaning to part of the larger, undifferentiated 
space.”  

In the process of choosing the artists and works for A Sense of Place I 
was fascinated by the ease in which just the right works began to 
emerge in almost a stream of conscious fashion. The work is installed 
to guide the viewer through a process of exploration.  

One is asked to move from breathtaking seascapes by Washington State 
based artist, Barbara Lee Smith, to an installation of a hammock com-
prised of recycled nurses’ uniforms by Korean born artist Ke-sook Lee 
(Kansas City). From Lee’s work one moves into a room comprised of 
hundreds of River Teeth (tree roots gathered from riverbeds in Maine) 
covered in gut by Pat Hickman (New York State), while on the adja-
cent walls one :nds an installation exploring traditional Hawaiian Kapa 
cloth by Wendeanne ke’aka Stitt (California).  

Moving into the third and :nal space, the viewer is confronted with 
Bhakti Zieks’ (Vermont) large scale jacquard four-panel weaving, 
which maps the artists’ “nomadic” life and Marian Bijlenga’s 
(Netherlands) ethereal mapping of marks made on a studio wall. In the 
center of the room resides Amy Orr’s (Philadelphia) House of Cards 
constructed of recycled credit cards exploring the “beauty” of urban 
life. The :nal installation is comprised of series of works by New York 
based artist Marcia Docter. Her work, which includes a video installa-
tion, explores Docter’s political, social and environmental concerns. A 
Sense of Place examines the creative outlet an artist must pursue. 

~Bruce D. Hoffman is a freelance curator and co-director for          

FiberPhiladelphia 2012. bruce@:berphiladelphia.org 

 In Their Own Words 

 “As curator of A Sense of Place, I am here to 

present in the clearest and most concise 

fashion what I believe to be an art form that 

will continue to evolve, stimulate, question, 

and most importantly, indulge us in a          

remarkably visceral and visual art form.” 

Ke-sook Lee Green Hammock Recycled army nurses uniforms, 

thread, mixed media, 167” x 72” x 70”  

Curating A Sense of Place by Bruce D. Hoffman    

Marian Bilenga Waterland, Paper, yarn, dyed horsehair, 47” x 55”, 2004 

W 
hile working on developing FiberPhiladelphia 2012 I 
approached the Art Alliance in Philadelphia, one of 
the oldest art centers in the United States, with a pro-

posal to guest curate an exhibition focusing on a select group of 
artists whose work explores the notion of Place. The issue of Place 
in the context of environment (literal, physical, and political), 
health, and well-being has been a theme I have been pondering for 
several years now. For 25 years I have been an artist and art advo-
cate.  

Recently I :nd myself exploring a new stage in my life. After bat-
tling serious illnesses as well as :nding myself in new waters re-
garding my career, I am grateful that I can turn to art as a place of 
solace, contemplation, and in a strange twist, security. A Sense of 
Place is designed to allow the viewer a glimpse into a wide variety 
of processes in creating art.  

This exhibition explores eight artistic views of how Place is visu-
ally de:ned by literal interpretation of landscape and environment 
as well as metaphoric reference to Place as a state of mind and how 
it :ts into social consciousness. A Sense of Place is designed to 
take the viewer on a journey of discovery: materials, process, im-
age and message. Eminent geographer Yi-Fu Tuan considers how 
people feel and think about space and how they form attachments 
to environment.  
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F rom the time I was a child, I was col-
lecting paper cut-outs or scraps, in-
sects, leaves, seeds, stamps, and doll 

clothes. It was the way my mind worked, 
how I saw things. Whatever it was, I wanted 
to possess more than one of a thing; it was 
never enough to have just one example of 
something I loved. I wanted as many as I 
could get my hands on. 

As a young adult, I acquired objects in many 
genres—porcelain figures of women and girls 
stitching, hand sewn dolls, watercolor paint-
ings, more scraps, and functional craft. I also 
made things, though not of my own design.  

I quilted blankets, embroidered napkins, and 
needle-pointed pillows. Made by hand was 
always important me, even when I was a 
child. By the late 1970s, “Buy American” 
was a prevailing political theme, and that 
cultural movement along with my own sen-
sibilities about the significance of handmade 
objects, provided the engine behind my pen-
chant for collecting. 

Craft thrived in the mid-Atlantic in the 
1980s. Outdoor shows flourished at Freder-
ick and Gaithersburg, Maryland; at Harper’s 
Ferry, West Virginia; and at Doylestown, 
Pennsylvania. Indoor shows also thrived, 
such as the Winter Market in Baltimore and 
The Smithsonian Craft Show in Washing-
ton, DC. Galleries that represented craft art-
ists also were active, such as Fendrick Gal-
lery, Jackie Chalkley and Sansar in Washing-
ton, DC, The Gadfly in Old Town Alexan-
dria, The Works in Philadelphia.  

During that time, I went to every craft venue 
I knew of, scouring the newspapers every 
weekend for gallery exhibitions and craft 
shows in the area.  

At first, I could only justify purchasing useful 
objects—bowls, plates, vessels. Then, in 
1977, I read an article about a shop in 
Georgetown, Washington, DC, called the 
American Hand. It specialized in ceramics, 
both functional and non, and it was exhibit-
ing the work of well-known ceramicist, 
Ralph Bacerra, who made vessels, but they 
were considered decorative and sculptural. 
They were referred to as non-functional 
vessels.  

For me, this was as good as it got —a hand-
crafted item with implied function. This 
concept both satisfied and challenged my 
sensibilities in a new way. I could still justify 
the purchase as a vessel that could be used —
though not meant to be used —a place 
where craft and art met.  

Another early experience that comes to 
mind is the day that I bought a basket made 
by Lissa Hunter. Coiled and covered with 
paper, it was not intended for use. I made 
three payments of $200 instead of a single 
payment of $600 because it was the only way 
I could deal with the cost, from both a men-
tal and budgetary standpoint. At that point, I 
was still telling myself that six hundred dol-
lars was too much to pay for a non-
functional basket. A few years later I had the 
opportunity to meet Hunter, and found out 
she was teaching a basketry class at Arrow-
mont School of Arts and Crafts in Gatlin-
burg, Tennessee; I registered for the class 
and learned weaving, twining and coiling 
techniques from her. I gained an under-
standing of the labor-intensive process be-
hind making baskets and how difficult it is to 
create beautiful shapes. This is when I started 
to gain a core understanding of what quality 
craftsmanship really entails. That learning 
experience plays into every single acquisition 
decision I make today. 

In the early years of collecting craft, I was 
asked by Addie Draper, a woodturner and 
artist, to describe my aesthetic. At the time, I 
didn’t understand what she meant and she 
suggested that I consider what I like about an 
object and how I choose what to acquire. Is 
color important? What shapes are pleasing? 
What forms appeal to me? Does hand work 
show up in the piece? Does size matter? 
Does it have meaning or a message that I can 
connect with?  

One day, at the Baltimore Craft Show, I was 
in the midst of choosing between two small 
objects—a bowl and an irregularly shaped 
vase. Out of the clear blue, I said, “I’ll take 
the bowl. I’m a symmetrical person.” I had 
not thought about symmetry being a part of 
the decision-making process until that day, 
but when I surveyed my collection, I saw 
lots of symmetry.  
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ABOVE Maile by John McQueen, willow twigs, waxed linen thread  
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in her kesa project, seven 
cloths of healing and unity, 
one for each continent, pre-
pared for the millennium 
and exhibited globally. She 
describes her work as a 
meditation and a centering 
in this diverse world. 

Born outside of Boston, 
Benjamin keeps a seasonal 
studio in the forests of New 
Hampshire, on land that was 
once her family's vacation 
get-away. A truly global 
citizen, however, she travels 
much of every year, setting 
up studios in warm climates 
in the winter months where, 
in semi-isolation, she spends 
long, undisturbed hours on 
her art. She also takes an 
annual meditation retreat 
away from both her work 
and the distractions of the outside world.  She has lived, worked, and 
forged connections in Japan, Bali, Mexico, Costa Rica, Iceland, and 
Spain, as well as across all of the United States. "I carry all of those 
places with me," she says, which is evident in the work that evolves 
from her sketches and meditations in vastly different regions of the 
world. 

Sharing skills and inspiration as they have been shared with her is 
very important to Benjamin. In addition to her other 
pursuits, she is a teacher. Each fall she teaches Ro-
zome and Shibori at Mass Art, her alma mater, in 
Boston. She  also conducts workshops every year 
across the United States and in other countries. Last 
year, in response to her students' requests, she pro-
duced the first of a series of DVD's on wax-resist 
techniques. The DVD on Ro-Kata, a Batik method 
using wax stencils, was released in November and is 
available on her website. Her book, The World of 
Rozome: Wax Resist Textiles of Japan, now on CD, 
is also available on the site. 

Benjamin's knowledge and skills are always in de-
mand and she has a very full art schedule including 
lectures, workshops, and exhibitions. This year be-
sides preparing some large pieces for an October 
2012 solo exhibition at the Alliance for Visual Arts 
in Lebanon, NH, she will be teaching workshops in 
Mexico, Washington State, Santa Fe, and in Massa-
chusetts. 

For more information, visit Kiranada’s website at: 
www.betsysterlingbenjamin.com 

Radiating Light: The Auspicious Path of 
Kiranada Sterling Benjamin by Leanne Jewett 

Artist Profile 

W hen Betsy Sterling Benjamin was ordained as a priest 
into the Triratna Buddhist Order in 2009, she be-
came Kiranada, meaning one who radiates the light of 

the moon. Anyone who is familiar with her art is struck by the 
aptness of the name. Her work, meticulously painted in layers on 
silk, using Rozome, a Japanese form of wax-resist, is notable for 
its luminosity. Her gentle gradations of color and intensity guide 
the eye through the work and create a sense of light emanating 
from the fabric. 

In 1981, having earned a degree at the Massachusetts College of 
Art and Design and a graduate degree in art from Arizona State 
University, Benjamin traveled to Japan to further her artistic stud-
ies. She stayed there 18 years. When asked what kept her in Japan 
she replies: "I found that there was much to learn, much, much to 
learn . . .concerning art and its processes, as well as from that cul-
ture." 

And learn she did, becoming a master of Japanese wax-resist tech-
niques and, in 1996, introducing Rozome to the western art 
world in comprehensive detail in her book, The World of Ro-
zome: Wax Resist Textiles of Japan. 

As she explored the Japanese batik processes, she also found she 
had a natural connection to the culture and the Buddhist philoso-
phy, one that had its roots in her New England childhood. "It was 
auspicious that I found a path that fit what had been working to-
ward, and living, that brings me so much joy and contentment." 

Benjamin's work is inspired by her sketches of nature and by her 
readings and meditations, the touching of an ineffable source. Her 
mastery of technique wedded to her appreciation of natural beauty 
and her spiritual explorations come together most dramatically  
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Blossom Detail of Blue Lotus of Lumbini 

Rozome wax-resist with acid dyes of silk, 

2007 42" x 30"  


