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Portions of the following are based on an interview with the
artig on June 26, 2014.

Opening my heart to the essence insde

Brings expressions flowing of joy and pride;

So many different pathways,

S many possible digplays.

Creating something from nothing,

Then letting it be—

With all its imperfections

Revedled in dynamic synergy.
These initial lines from psychologist and award-winning artist
Phyllis R. Koch-Sheras’s poem “Synergies” reflect her multitude
of interests, skills, and involvements. Further, the poem speaks to
her commitment to Tibetan Buddhist practice and meditation. As
well, the poem is embodied through her paintings, such as this
month’s cover art, In Harmony I/11.

Specializing in couples therapy and dream interpretation,
Koch-Sheras maintains an independent practice in Charlottes-
ville, Virginia. In addition to being a watercolorist, she is a
professionally trained opera singer, a recognized poet and essay-
ist, and is completing spiritual training in Tibetan Bon Buddhism.
What is most evident is not the diverse nature of these engage-
ments but rather the ways in which each informs the others.

Koch-Sheras’s involvement in the arts was nurtured early.
Her mother, a former opera singer, wanted to expose her daugh-
ter to all of the arts. Koch-Sheras notes, “I went to a different
class after school every day—voice, drama, ballet, tap. | loved
painting, but my mother had me focus on singing. For several
years, | sang in the Children’s Chorus of the Lyric Opera of
Chicago, a truly thrilling experience.”

With such a rich and varied arts background, Koch-
Sheras’s vocational and avocational paths were anything but
linear. She was admitted to both the music school and the liberal
arts program as an undergraduate student at the University of
Michigan. Piano memorization made her miserable, however, so
her love of reading led her to major in English with a minor in
voice instead. She also studied at the Chicago Musical College
and Roosevelt University, receiving a BA in English from the
latter. She obtained a master’s degree in English from North-
western University, where she noticed that every paper that she
wrote involved psychological interpretation. Her path toward a
doctorate in psychology evolved over time, as she worked within
school systems and mental health agencies, took courses in
psychoanalysis for teachers, and became a training director at the
Children’s Psychiatric Unit at Austin State Hospital.

It was during graduate school at the University of Texas at
Awustin that Koch-Sheras returned to art. Painting, she comments,
is an exercise in the Buddhist concept of nonattachment, both in
the sense of being able to say “this is enough” and in being able
to let go of a physical object—the artwork—that someone else
may (or may not) choose to purchase. Painting, she acknowl-

edges, is a solitary act, a way to “connect with my inner process.
Like in a dream, you’re letting yourself express yourself—the
unconscious comes out. Sometimes dreams become an inspira-
tion for a painting. At some point, you just get into a different
zone. One of the beauties of watercolor is to let [the paint] flow
and see what happens, to just enjoy that process.

“At times when I’m singing or painting or meditating, | am
in a state of open awareness. Afterwards, | know that | was there,
but I wasn’t consciously observing or labeling what was occur-
ring. To have that while painting is a wonderful experience. It’s
being able to be outside of yourself and be totally absorbed in
whatever you’re present to.”

At the same time, Koch-Sheras relishes the social and
community aspects of painting: “I like to exhibit my paintings,
because | feel like art is a way to connect people with each other
and for me to share myself and communicate with people.”

Koch-Sheras and her husband, fellow psychologist Peter
Sheras, live on the Rivanna River in Charlottesville. “Every day
| am fortunate enough to look at the water. | love color and
creating with color in a variety of ways—through my dress,
home, garden, painting. This painting, from a photo | took in
Boulder, where my two children were attending the University of
Colorado, let me play with color: Mountains have a blueness to
them that is distinct from the blue of sky or water; some of that
blueness is reflected in the water along with the green in the
reflection from the grasses.”

Regarding In Harmony I/11, Koch-Sheras commented, “I
rarely paint people, but there was something magical for me
about this character; he just flowed off the brush. I was so excited
and pleased that he appeared that way and that I just let him be
there.

“l was thinking about him when | titled the painting. He
seemed to be in harmony with nature, leaving no footprint, just
there. I hope that my nature paintings will help others respect and
appreciate natural beauty.”

Initially, this was one painting, but Koch-Sheras cut it in
half. It became a diptych, two paintings that can be experienced
separately yet that complement each other so that, together, they
create a gestalt with further meaning. “I like the idea of a similar
landscape with a different view, a unique perspective. This is the
same scene, but the viewer can focus on different parts of it and
see them together as well, bringing their own experience to the
painting.”

Koch-Sheras’s poem “Synergies” ends as follows:

“There's nothing to achieve”

Gives the space to conceive

No expectations or place to get to—
Just enjoying all | create and do.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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