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The following is based on an interview with the artist on
May 26, 2006.

Ruth Codier Resch was only mildly interested in art
while growing up in Nebraska. Art was not a focus in her
family, and although she flirted with it in high school and
college, art remained at a distance. She credits the begin-
ning of her aesthetic vision to her husband, a calligrapher,
book designer, and photographer. He opened her aesthetic
sensibility and helped her focus on truly seeing the world
around her.

Resch and her husband lived in New York City and
summered on an island off the coast of Maine. There she
started doing ink drawings of weeds, grasses, and wild-
flowers and then moved on to small watercolors, but the art
did not flow into the rest of her life. Following a divorce,
she went back to graduate school and received her doctoral
degree in psychology at the age of 39. For five years, her
career in research, teaching, and clinical practice pro-
gressed well. She conducted research on mothers and ba-
bies in natural settings, videotaped early separation inter-
actions, and began to write papers and present them at
conferences.

On a return flight from an international conference on
infancy in Portugal in 1980, her life took an unexpected,
catastrophic turn. Strange symptoms that occurred while
flying across the Atlantic culminated in a stroke as she
deplaned at JFK International Airport. She dropped all her
belongings and could not see for a moment. As her vision
began clearing, she discovered she could not talk.

Resch turned out to have a rare kind of aneurysm in
the interior carotid. A clot had wedged into the wall of her
interior artery and was too far in for angioplasty. At the
time, there were only four physicians who could perform
the radical surgery she needed. This new surgery involved
taking out the whole interior carotid and rerouting a branch
of her exterior carotid to provide a blood supply to the
verbal area of her brain. Coming out of that surgery, she
felt lucky to be alive and, in a way, resurrected. She also
found it reassuring that her case was considered an unusual
one and was a subject of discussion during neurological
rounds.

Resch had expressive, not receptive, aphasia. She
could still think clearly but just could not retrieve words.
Her surgery made her brain safe, but recovering fluid
speech was a slow process that took place over many years.
In the September following her surgery in June, she tried to
return to her small psychoanalytic practice, thinking that
she might not need many words to conduct therapy, but that
decision did not work out well. She found herself com-
pletely exhausted after seeing patients for only 12 hours per

week. She was urged to see Dr. Martha Sarno, Head of
Speech and Language Pathology at the Rusk Institute.
Sarno made a huge difference, helping Resch with life
management, teaching her how to wait for change, and
showing her that one does not recover from aphasia but
learns how to live with it. The therapist also recommended
the arts as speech therapy. Resch began with music and
discovered that a Walkman helped her focus because it
drowned out the verbal tangle in her mind and environ-
ment. One day those old ink drawings of weeds said
“hello,” and Resch rediscovered drawing and painting.

She began taking art classes at the Parsons School of
Design in 1981 and found a good teacher in Henry Pearson,
who could see where his students were trying to go (even
when they did not know themselves) and helped them get
there. The immediate effect was that Resch could go into a
painting class with her head hurting from her verbal work
and could walk out feeling balanced, happy, and rested.
She found she could also go to an art museum and, by
concentrating on the art, get the same effects that painting
provided. Painting became a driving force in her rehabili-
tation. It supported everything else.

Resch feels that three strands of work developed from
her stroke. She began with abstracts: highly gestural, vivid
strokes of color, full of movement. For her these abstracts
expressed her ecstasy at being alive. Her brush with death
led to a coming to terms with both life and death. This first
strand of her art was rehabilitative, healing, and private.

In 2001, new symptoms sent her to a radiologist, who
performed a cerebral vascular angiogram. Resch fell in
love with the images produced in this procedure. Medical
records technology allowed her to put her x-rays onto CDs.
In 2005, she began to layer self-portraits with the images of
her cerebral blood vessels. After decades of personal paint-
ing, the second strand of her art began, which she labels My
Damaged Brains Were Beautiful. The third strand, which
she refers to as Trees of Life, consists of angiograms
integrated with paintings and photographs of the natural
world.

Rivers and Streams, on the cover of this issue, was the
second or third such work she produced and is among her
favorites. It is a portrait of a person with no mouth but with
intelligence and spirit in the eyes. One eye is directed
toward the viewer and the other toward another world.
Resch is in awe of the miracle of ordinary brains and says,
“No matter how much we codify and organize our knowl-
edge about the brain, it is still a matter of wonder.”
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