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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on July 11, 2012.

Istar Schwager always identified herself as a visual
artist. “From an early age I loved observing things and
translating what I saw into something new. Art was my safe
haven. I was a good artist and loved creating work that
pleased me and interested other people.”

Growing up in New York City, Schwager went to
museums but wasn’t encouraged to pursue art as a profes-
sion. Her family’s focus was practical; her mother was a
teacher, her father, an accountant and refugee from Europe
who had lost much of his family during World War II.
She attended the competitive Bronx High School of Sci-
ence and then Barnard College, majoring in art history. A
degree in fine arts wasn’t available; Schwager was also
concerned that a career as an artist would be isolating.

A brief stint working at the Guggenheim Museum led
to an interest in educating others, especially children and
families. She taught preschool while obtaining a master of
science degree in early childhood education from Bank
Street College of Education. Fascinated with learning and
human development, Schwager “came to the conclusion
that all of life involves learning of one type or another.”
She obtained a PhD in educational psychology from the
Graduate Center of the City University of New York.

While completing her doctorate, Schwager started con-
ducting research for the Sesame Street television show. She
subsequently became director of research for Sesame Work-
shop’s publications department, involved with 3-2-1 Contact
Magazine, Electric Company Magazine, and Sesame Street
Parents, which she helped launch. She consulted for educa-
tional media companies, including Scholastic and Nickel-
odeon. Additionally, for some years she created the content
for HighlightsParents.com.

During this time, Schwager took art classes, studying
with Jacob Lawrence at Parsons School of Design and later
with other artists at the Art Students League of New York.
She saw her career as a researcher, interviewer, and writer
as being interrelated with art: “I was working with other
creative people, contributing to the creative process, under-
standing what other people had in mind. My goal was to
help make our productions better than they would have
been otherwise.”

About 15 years ago, Schwager decided that she
wanted to engage more actively in creating and exhibiting
art. Making use of a course she had taken on the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), Schwager recognized that
she was extraverted, intuitive, analytical, and structured.
The MBTI profile for artists tended toward introversion and
emotional- and process-focused actions. She created her

own “experiment . . . to create a bridge between who I was
and what I wanted to be doing. I began exhibiting artwork in
juried shows. In addition, I started a website, CreativePar-
ents.com, to create short articles with a specific structure. I
used my curiosity and analytical skills to think about what
would make an interesting article. At the same time, I was
creating something out of nothing, something that was inter-
esting and innovative. I thought, ‘This will give me the op-
portunity to start something where I don’t know where it’s
going and see if I can sit with that.” For the first year I didn’t
even tell people about it. Even though I wasn’t a techie at all,
I learned how to update the website myself. It was rewarding
and fun to have created it, to do something that was hard for
me, and to make the transition from looking at the world one
way to engaging in a different way.”

For Schwager, creating collage started when she was
taking an oil pastel class. She cut up pieces of paper and
rearranged them, enjoying the sense of discovery that this
offered. She began playing with the process, much like one
of her heroes, Henri Matisse.

With Leaves Are Falling, this month’s cover art, she
says, “I wanted to work on something that meant autumn.
It’s a transition time, when leaves shift color. They’re
bright, intense, and vivid, then fall off the tree, get
crunched underfoot, and the trees become bare.

“Autumn is a time of year when you see the variety
among leaves, the pods and quirkier organic forms and
shapes that are hidden during summer. And then I wanted
to convey the joy, vitality, and crispness of autumn, the
quality of air as the weather changes—as well as the sense
that this transformation is a harbinger of winter.

“Doing a piece of art is an act of discovery, an act of
exploration. I don’t want my work to be boring. I want to
be uplifted by it.”

But, she discovered, “The piece just wasn’t exciting. So
I cut it in half and re-worked it. My attitude is that there are no
mistakes—you can always figure it out if you just keep going.”

As an art medium, collage heightens our awareness of
figure and ground, of context and interrelationship. Al-
though static, this image speaks to the process of change,
building on the past and presaging the future.

Schwager brings this process and creative energy to her
current adventures, having recently become certified in health
coaching. “T’ve worked with groups of people, organizations, and
corporations. I see creativity as an integral part of health and
wellness. I don’t know how much the actual creating of art will
come into play in doing the wellness work. Right now, I'm just
thinking about how to pull all the different parts together.”

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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