Eldering Artist Overflowing with Gratitude
Sheila Silverberg
Something got into me at the age of eighty that made me an artist. I’m not sure
what it was. I probably painted eight finished pictures in my whole life before turning
eighty. It took a life-threatening illness and a trip to the hospital that could easily have
been a one-way trip to change that. Cajoled into painting so I would have something
to focus on other than my difficulty with breathing, I awakened to a new me! As I
sketched and painted, the position of my body expanded my lungs, and I breathed
with relative ease. Time ceased to exist, and I found myself engaged and
uplifted. Although I had many times pushed aside the idea of painting, I was now filled
with gratitude for both the encouragement to paint and the hidden strength that
emerged when I did it. It was a new beginning at just the right time.
Before becoming a painter, I was a person who appreciated art, but I wasn’t
always even that. As a young person, I never personally experienced an art
museum! While my mother longed for culture in her life, my dad’s lifetime experiences
pointed him in the direction of what he considered “manly” things, like sports. My
exposure to what I now consider culture was extremely limited.
When I was a child, I was fascinated by the colors in nature. I noticed all the
different colors and shades of color in any given flower. My eyes caught the blending
of colors in the rainbow, the ripening of the sky at sunset, the glistening of the snow on a
sunny day, the silvery, blue/green shades of a stream, and the subtle colors in the eyes
of a baby. As a youngster, I was given pre-drawn coloring books, which enabled me to
use my favorite crayons, especially my fairy princess colors (pink, aqua, and
purple). During my early years in school, patterns were used to achieve the end-goal of
the teacher. For example, three balls – small, medium, and large were stacked to
create the row of nearly-identical snowmen that would adorn the winter bulletin
board. Self-expression was seldom encouraged. In adulthood, I often thought back to
the limited opportunities I had to experiment with art materials and made
experimentation a point of major importance when I taught preschoolers. This
approach gave the children the chance to learn about their tools and to freely express
what they understood about their subject matter! I could go on and on about this
subject, and often do when the opportunity presents.
At the age of almost twelve I moved from my home in New Jersey to Miami,
Florida. Having lived in the same house since birth, it was a traumatic time for me. My
sister, Joan, had just turned one. My parents followed the wishes of my grandparents
and made the emotionally difficult transition. The heat was hard to handle. The loss of
my familiar school and close friends left me feeling lonely and insecure. I was highly

confused by matters of race. I asked, “Why do they have two water fountains at every
gas station, one marked ‘white’ and one marked ‘colored?’ Did the water come in
different flavors?” I had not encountered extreme segregation in New Jersey. I was
introduced to a whole new way of thinking, and it wasn’t comfortable. I wondered
what my former best friend, Paul, would think about my new world. Paul was black.
Unexpectedly, my beloved aunt and uncle came south to visit with us a few
months after we settled in. It was a flashpoint moment. They gave me the gift of a set of
oil paints! I was deeply grateful. Determined to use my gift meaningfully, I convinced
my parents to find an art class for me. I attended the Terry Art Institute in Coral Gables
(Marion Terry was President and head of the Fine Arts Department at the Terry Art
Institute from 1944-1954) where I discovered a new form of self-expression. I felt valued
by my instructor as she guided my early attempts to place my inner vision on the
canvas. Time simply flew and I engaged with no other students during class. I focused
on my canvas. The only moments of discomfort I remember are the few times when the
teacher touched her brush to my canvas! I knew she was trying to help, but I felt
assaulted! For a period of time, I felt energized and filled with purpose. Unfortunately,
my classes were intertwined with a weekly visit to my grandmother’s house. An hourlong drive from North Miami to South Miami, before the days of highways, was not
pleasant. The extreme heat, lack of air conditioning, and a father who smoked in the
car, did not suit me. I found the odorous combination of turpentine, linseed oil, and my
‘brisket on rye’-filled lunch bag decidedly nauseating. The need to upchuck each
week hastened the demise of art lessons.
Though I clearly remember an art-related highlight of my years at Horace Mann
Jr. High, it had nothing to do with painting. Imagine my great delight, after having the
opportunity to create pottery for the very first time, to have my artwork chosen to
represent my school at the Loews Art Gallery at the University of Miami! As I recall, most
every other student entry was a vase or bowl. My entry was an alligator, a vision
remembered from a trip to a local Indian village.
My family moved to a new neighborhood for my high school years, and time
passed. Still a northerner by mind and body, I felt seasonally deprived. Where was the
refreshingly cool air when school began? Air conditioning was not a part of my world,
and the heat was still unbearable. I longed for the changing colors of the leaves I
remembered so vividly. Snow? It was greatly missed. When “spring” supposedly
arrived, I mourned the absence of so many familiar flowers, each blooming in
order. Every missed bloom brought strong visual memories and glorious fragrances to
mind. I felt a true void in my life. The list of “twenty flowers common to Florida” that I
had to memorize in a class called “Everyday Living” did not touch my soul, though
many of the flowers are part of my memory. I found some solace taking long walks

each weekend through Greynolds Park, my neighborhood space that provided an
emotional retreat into nature.
I have no memories of any significant engagement with drawing or painting
during high school. My most pleasurable moments were in my participation and then
leadership in an Israeli dance troupe. Dancing provided a new challenge along with a
deep connection to my heritage. I felt fortunate to belong to a Jewish organization
(B’nai B'rith Girls) with a leader who introduced and guided this life changing
activity. Once again, I felt gratitude for being in the right place at the right time! Israel
became a living entity in my mind and heart. Putting money in a “pushke” (blue and
white tin) to support Israel took on a whole new meaning. Working in a summer Jewish
day camp for many years inspired me to teach young campers to celebrate their
heritage through dance.
Graduation from high school was both exhilarating and frightening. College
beckoned. I was leaving the security of my home for the very first time. The unknown
presented many challenges, and I thought I was ready. What I didn’t realize was that
my homelife had been culturally lacking and my high school, newly established the
year I began, had been educationally underpowered. Looking back to that time, I feel
gratitude for the positive attitude that allowed me to believe I could succeed and my
strong determination to carry that provocation to fruition.
Two required Humanities courses during my freshman year at the University of
Florida were a total “awakening” for me. I am beyond grateful for what I
learned. Before the courses, I knew little about painting and music. I had seen
paintings but didn’t recognize that there were different kinds of painting. I knew that
there was such a thing as Classical music but didn’t really know how Classical music
was different from other genres. Learning to look closely and see the differences
between things gave me an expanded view of the world. I had a whole new lens for
viewing art and life. When exposed to the paintings of the Impressionists, I was filled
with excitement. I wanted to see more and learn about the life of each artist. I felt
gratitude for this new interest in my life and wondered how I had lived without this
knowledge for so long. Now it belonged to me! Likewise with music, it took many
hours in a “listening lab” to attempt to catch up with what it seemed everyone else
already knew! I was up for the challenge.
After graduating from college, I lived with my parents and taught second grade
in an elementary school. I saved every cent I could and gave myself the gift of my very
first trip ever! My initial intention was to visit Mexico, live with a host family, and study
Spanish at the University. Then, a casual friend proposed an even more inviting
opportunity. It was a carefully planned trip to Europe filled with the cultural elements I

so desired. Painful shots taken for the trip to Mexico were forgotten and many
cancellations were made. Then I followed my heart, with much joy and gratitude, to
the Sistine Chapel, the Pieta by Michelangelo in the Vatican, Bacchus in Florence, and
The Louvre. Every museum, large and small, beckoned me. I sought out works by the
Impressionist artists. I recognized them from across the room and couldn’t believe I was
experiencing “the real thing.” I loved studying them “up close,” fascinated by the
freedom each artist clearly felt to do things in their own way! I was so grateful for the
perfect timing that led to my being on the tour. At that time, I was finally fully
experiencing art. Not for even a moment did I imagine that I could ever BE an artist! I
never knew I had talent.
Soon after my European adventure, the word “gratitude” took on a much
deeper meaning. While traveling, I befriended a wonderful woman named Fifi. I have
been indebted to her every day of my life for introducing me to my incredible lifelong
mate, Marvin! To paraphrase the songwriter, John Denver, Marvin “filled up my senses”
(“Annie’s Song”) with all that I culturally desired for over fifty-five glorious years of
marriage. He was a student of many different forms of artistic expression. As part of the
first generation born in America, he grew up in poverty and was largely self-guided and
self-taught. His knowledge of music, art, history, geography, philosophy, medicine, and
so much more focused our daily experiences and travel together. I have never ended
a conversation with my dear friend, Fifi, without saying the two words that convey my
everlasting gratitude to her. I say, “Thank you!” Even though dementia has started to
alter her mind, she still understands.
The nascent Coconut Grove Art Festival took place in October of 1963 on Main
Street in Coconut Grove. Organized by Charles Cinnamon, the public relations director
of the Coconut Grove Playhouse, to publicize a current play, it was a success and
became an annual event we attended and embraced. Over the years it grew from a
small “clothesline” attraction to a multifaceted, juried festival stretching a number of
miles down Bayshore Drive every February. Marvin and I attended annually and were
inspired by the work of talented artists. Early on, a desire to express myself artistically
was stirring within. Purchasing works of art was not yet a financial option. Creating to
enhance our home was. Paintings were attracting me wherever we went. Late in my
first pregnancy, a painting of sunflowers, always a favorite flower of mine, caught my
attention in a storefront. Making a quick sketch of the “design” on the back of a silver
gum wrapper, a plan was set in motion. Marvin was enlisted to build a large frame and
stretch a canvas. After a few weeks of extreme pressure from a very pregnant lady, he
completed the project and I was ready to go! Much to his shock, when he returned
from work that day, the painting was done! That painting is still with me today and
remains a lifetime favorite of the family. I believe my children love the story of the
painting as much as they love the actual work of art! I will be forever grateful for
Marvin’s ongoing encouragement and support.

Adjusting to life with a baby left us little time for each other. My clever husband,
convinced that I had artistic ability, signed us up for an art class one night a week at a
local high school. We produced several still-lives in a supportive, relaxing setting and
enjoyed time together. At the conclusion of the art class, we continued painting at
home for a while. A painting of a pineapple still hangs on my wall and never fails to
bring a smile to my face as I revisit the days it took to satisfactorily capture the essence
of that piece of fruit. It ultimately turned from yellow-ish green to shades of red and
orange, smelled sickenly sweet, and was covered with fruit flies! Seeing it rekindles the
smell and harkens the moment when Marvin tossed my pineapple out the door!
Life was full and my husband and I both expressed endless gratitude in so many
ways for each other and our children. Their lives and the experiences we provided for
them engaged us in an ongoing creative endeavor. Parenting was both challenging
and satisfying.
For many years, I did not think much about personal artistic creations. However,
teaching preschoolers (once my children were in school) engaged me in other forms of
creativity. All the years of attending art festivals supplied me with long lists of ideas and
materials to use in the classroom for open-ended art experiences that would foster
creativity in young children. These experiences in turn influenced the teachers I
mentored and college students I guided, providing a new way of thinking about art in
the preschool setting. I am grateful that my knowledge of developmentally
appropriate teaching practices and my interest in art combined to inspire others and
move them forward as educators.
Retirement arrived and was not entirely welcome. I was not well. Within the
medical community, I was viewed as an enigma, with symptoms that defied a clear
diagnosis. Maintaining my oxygen level was problematic and overwhelming exhaustion
took over my life. Marvin was also in a state of decline. We retired within a year of
each other and assumed mutually supportive roles. Marvin, busy with ongoing
projects, his music, and a pile of books on various topics waiting to be devoured, found
much to do. I, on the other hand, missed the social world of teaching at the local
college and other aspects of my previous existence. Filled with gratitude for our
beautiful family and the radiant life we had spent together, we prepared for change
and left our lifetime home, creating a new environment that simply made life easier. I
sought ways to use my time meaningfully. Marvin, thoughtfully considering the options,
surprised me with a set of acrylic paints! Not particularly inspired, I attempted to please
him, although I did not feel confident in my ability to succeed. I remember thinking, “If I
am not satisfied with my effort, I can always just paint over my work and not waste the
canvas!” That painting thrilled the family and satisfied my husband at the deepest
level. It was my last attempt to engage in an art experience during our remaining years
together. Marvin’s death, followed by my ever-increasing decline, set me on course for

a new life with my dear daughter and a near-death experience followed by a totally
reinvented life. With equipment that both supported my need for oxygen and
eliminated the CO2 that had interfered with my ability to process and remember new
information, I was inspired to embrace life once again. I was brimming with gratitude for
those who had recognized and responded to my needs.
Theologian Albert Schweitzer said, “At times our own light goes out and is
rekindled by a spark from another person. Each of us has cause to think with deep
gratitude of those who have lighted the flame within us.” When my beloved sister,
Joan, visited me following my hospitalization, she remembered my former love of art
and brought me the gift of painting materials along with a strong dose of verbal
inspiration. That “spark” ignited a fire within me, and I began to paint. A second spark
came from the ever-present love of my recently deceased husband, Marvin. He was
with me even when I felt his loss. His knowledge of what was best for me is
everlasting. The third spark came from within me, from my own creative spirit. All three
sparks united, and, with deep gratitude, I returned to painting as well as living.
My “new” approach to painting became increasingly positive. I no longer
thought about reusing canvases if I was not happy with the result. Rather, early on I
envisioned the finished product, already thinking about where it would hang! I was truly
painting for my own satisfaction. Viewing the paintings that poured from me over the
last year, I “see” the gratitude for my life emerging in small collections of subjects I was
inspired to paint. When I painted Eskimos, I revisited a time in childhood when I was
fascinated with the Inuit. Visions of the stories I used to imagine at bedtime relaxed me
and gave me a sense of peace. Similarly, the storytellers I painted reminded me of
connections made during trips to New Mexico and visits to numerous pueblos. My
colorful painting of Koi fish is representative of the many well-designed trips Marvin and I
took together visiting landscapes we were mutually drawn to for so many reasons. We
chose wisely and accomplished visits to places of importance on our bucket list.
I find a deep sense of comfort being surrounded by over fifty paintings created
during this year of recovery and embody growing gratitude for my life and my ability to
express myself through art. When I feel the need to meditate, my eyes go to the “Earth
Mandala” I created. It enables me to be one with nature and fall into a satisfactory
breathing pattern. As a family member who has always embraced tradition
surrounding holiday celebrations, recipes, and representative memories, I often rest my
eyes on a painting of my great granddaughter. Still a toddler, I painted her holding
sprigs of purple lilacs. She has not yet seen lilacs, but I dream that she will. I want her to
love them! My grandmother loved them, and my aunt decorated her bedroom with
lilac wallpaper. They were always my mother’s favorite flower, and I eagerly yearned
for their arrival every May. I introduced my granddaughter (her mom) to them on a trip
north in the spring. Guiding her to use all of her senses, she too fell in love with

them! Tradition brings me great joy. I included the image of a butterfly flying near the
lilacs in my painting. Butterflies hold a special place in my granddaughter’s
heart. Instead of saying, “I love you,” to each other, she and I simply say, “Lilacs and
butterflies.”
Of all the paintings in my space, I am most often drawn to the varied, colorful
stalks of hollyhocks that brighten the room and bring to life the positive memories of my
childhood. They represent my love of the color that replaced the “whiteness” of the
hospital rooms I inhabited during years of childhood illness. – Also, the whiteness of the
frightening white uniforms worn by the nurses who followed the existing rules and didn’t
allow my mother to be with me outside visiting hours. The hollyhocks represent the
security of my home, as they return every year without fail. Their scratchy petals and
buds exemplify protection from harm, guarding me as they guard the growing
flower. They stand tall and strong and bring to mind my family, always there to love me
and provide for me. The stamen in the center personifies my future and those to follow
when I am gone. I really love hollyhocks!
I feel a sense of gratitude for so many things in my life. I am blessed with a
seemingly newfound ability to express my thoughts and feelings through my art. The
thought that I can inspire others makes my work all the more meaningful. I never tell
anyone else what to do. Rather, I try to model what pulls me to hope, dream, and
move forward. Just the other day I discussed this aspect of my work with my sister,
Joan. Without her visit after my illness, it is likely my artistic self would not have been
rekindled. I thanked her for the “spark” she ignited in my soul. I felt the need to do
something life changing for her. “Sis,” she said. “Don’t you remember what happened
when you came home on vacation following your first year of college?” Actually, I
didn’t. She continued. “First, you bought mom and dad a beautiful blond piece of
furniture that contained a record player. Music entered our lives and continued to
nourish our family from that point forward. Enthusiasm bubbled from every cell of your
body as you taught me everything you had learned and experienced surrounding the
work of the Impressionists. I absorbed your words and your passion for their work. For
my end of the year elementary school project, I created a single picture numerous
times, each time in the style of a different Impressionist! I love the Impressionists to this
day! You were the inspiration for my lifelong love of art! Thank YOU!”
As I ponder the story I have told, I believe that I have come to better understand
the forces in my life that guided the development of the artist I was meant to be. It
took me eighty years to get there! It was worth the wait. Many doctors contributed to
my unexpected return to life. Art provided the inspiration, the cure, and the deep
sense of gratitude I feel every day. I continue to experience appreciation for the many
sources of inspiration, each showing up at the perfect time, that influenced my journey.

The ‘life sparks’ awakened my creativity. The inspiration enabled the process to
happen. The gratitude lives on in every breath I take.
“The essence of all beautiful art, all great art, is gratitude.” Friedrich Nietzsche

