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 Living alongside the Pedernales River, in the heart of Texas Hill Country, artist Deborah Mersky is careful where 
she steps. Rattlesnakes are plentiful in this semi-wilderness. But so are heron and wren, mountain laurel, live oak and 
mesquite, and the scarlet-hued cochineal. The thrill of discovery accompanies Mersky on her solitary walks, and much of 
what she encounters somehow finds its way into her art: dyes made from plant and animal material, relics like fallen tree 
limbs and shed snakeskin, and examples of creative production observed in the processes and cycles of nature.  
 “It’s much more emotional living out here than I had anticipated, and profound in ways I could not imagine,” says 
the artist, who returned to Texas in 2010 after a twenty-five-year stint in Seattle. “I became ensnared in nature, then had 
my heart broken by my unrealistic notions,” she reflects, commenting on a nest of wasps forcibly evicted that morning from 
an old truck towed to town. The drama inherent in her surroundings, and reflected more broadly in the struggle of the 
environment under human encroachment, is a recurring subject in Mersky’s work, though oblique.  



 It might take the form of native flora in various life stages, from flowering stalks to the hulls of exploded seed 
heads. Or, as Hill Country residents like jackrabbits, turtles, and sun-beaten oak trees (but rarely human figures, except for 
the occasional eye or anatomical part). Mersky works primarily with two-dimensional images derived from her own 
invented printing technique. Her grizzled imagery printed in black ink from incised slabs of soft clay has a rough-hewn 
elegance, and a seductive splash of color with tinted gouache. Through these studio processes, a flattening and ordering 
occurs, transforming the disjunction of the 3D world into patterns plotted out on x and y, repeatable ad infinitum. 
   The impulse to collect, order, and transform is at the root of Mersky’s artistic practice, and her 30-year career has 
spanned numerous public art commissions in the Pacific Northwest and Texas as well as a busy life in the studio. Both 
dimensions are on display and cross over in WILD, TAME, WILD—an exhibition of recent work plus documentation of her 
public art process—at Texas A&M International University in Laredo. Students and visitors will get a rare peek into the 
stages of conception, design, fabrication, and installation that go into creating a public art commission. More important, 
they’ll see the iterative journey of ideas that begins in the wilds of the studio. 
 “I see a big difference in my studio work from the commission work. In terms of reading the thematic information, 
it’s a more direct line with the public art because I feel responsible to deliver something coherent when working with 
themes specific to particular locations,” says the artist, who has created nature-influenced installations for libraries, 
university hospitals, and public transit, among others. “With my studio work, it’s a great relief to drop any sense of 
responsibility or preconceived ideas. I try to approach it as blankly as I can, like my walks—I wander around and breathe in 
things that interest me. I take it all in, in a very unedited, non-evaluative way.”  
 If Mersky, in conversation, is loath to be explicit about her inspiration, it’s because intuition is as much the 
bedrock of her practice as the Hill Country’s Edwards Plateau. But this natural reticence to nail down her art is a source of 
relish in the less-tame atmosphere of the studio, where she gives her mind and art over to the wildness of unconscious 
prodding. Her daily walks fuel and seed her more personal work, which can take a mystical, incantatory turn.  
 The theme of “water witching,” or divining, for instance, appears in work for the TAMIU show. In the Hill Country, 
the presence or lack of water is typically one of dramatic extremes, of droughts and flooding in the same season. As 
Mersky’s work graphically suggests, the wheel of life is bound to the water-access axis. Water, as a force of nature, is never 
taken for granted.  
 At TAMIU, the artist also presents a “wall of toys”—fanciful totems made by fusing together found objects (both 
natural and manufactured) that are scavenged from her hunts in the brush. In one piece, a ceramic figurine fragment has 
the body of a dried root; another skeletal form features animal bones, river rocks, yarn, and a crow’s skull. These works 
speak at once of precarity and childlike delight, of making something out of nothing and turning consumption on its ear. 
Displayed in a flat arrangement, Wall of Toys is a wry stand-in for Mersky’s own conversation with nature, her so-called 
wall of the woods—in life and in art making, the woods are her physical and mental screen for projecting human values, 
fears, and longings that play out both in nature and in culture. As the artist notes: “I’m removing these things from their 
natural end, in a way giving them an alternate story.” 
 Transcribing nature into culture is art’s great gift, of course. Whether it’s the picture plane of a painting, a printed 
fabric—or, as in Mersky’s public art, glass and metal panels etched or cut with patterned imagery—the transcription of 
nature into culture is typically a process of ordering, flattening, refining, and repeating. In other words, making order out of 
chaos, which is steadily less chaotic as we come to understand the rhythms and processes of nature. (Today, nature makes 
sense. It is culture that is increasingly illegible, inarticulate, incomprehensible.) 



 Some of these anxieties find voice in Mersky’s work—printed hands are shackled to trees; long-limbed hares are 
mysteriously ensnared; a silver-leafed snakeskin adorns the image of a hand. She allows a peek into her world: 
 

Everything is slightly colored by a sense of doom. I’m very aware of the struggle of survival, a foreboding that 
we’re experiencing an accelerated demise. But the anxiety also reflects something more practical and immediate. 
If you live in this part of the world, you have to come to terms with snakes, for instance. When I first moved here, 
everyone would greet me with the most gruesome snake story they had: ‘oh good, a new person I can tell about 
the snake in my washing machine.’ Then, sure enough, I had my own dramatic encounters with rattlesnakes. It has 
become emblematic of this great theme of man/woman versus nature, and speaks to some hidden, primeval 
essence of our earlier existence. I’m constantly aware of being an animal. I’ve also thought a lot about how like 
trees humans are. It’s one of the reasons I’m so drawn to them. I think about how we value old trees, how we 
think they’re beautiful and special. A good metaphor for the aging human. 

 
 The primitive materiality of her surroundings is ever present in Mersky’s practice—as inspiration, art supply, and 
process. Increasingly, she experiments with pigments made from oak gall, mushrooms, and the insect bodies of the 
cochineal (source of the exquisite purple scarlet of papal garments and once prized more than gold). Her distinctly analog 
technique of hand printing from clay slabs is of her own devising, an alternative she developed while conducting art 
classes for people with cerebral palsy, whose weakened muscles required a soft material to register marks. “I’ve refined the 
technique a lot since the beginning,” says the artist, “but there’s a roughness to the surface quality that remains 
compelling.” 
 Mersky is continually drawn to the history of decorative surface pattern and, by her count, at least half of her 
reference library is textile design. “Pattern has been a constant in my work, and the world of textiles and surface decoration 
is as interesting to me as any other aspect of art history. I think it’s about taking disparate elements and ordering them in a 
way that is very comforting. There’s some kind of hypnotic comfort in a repeat.” 
 The serial schema of decorative pattern and how repeats are formed—“a pattern language,” to borrow Christopher 
Alexander’s term—is not unlike the cyclical repetition of nature, particularly the life and reproductive cycles of plants. 
These natural patterns have been lovingly and meticulously transcribed into human culture throughout the ages, especially 
the history of textiles. This intense focus, the scrutiny of looking deep, is another enduring legacy of art. It calls to mind the 
piercing visual acuity of Flemish Old Masters, painting a hare, a clump of grass, or a cow’s snout—in a way, it’s art’s gift 
back to nature, a gesture of respect and attention on behalf of the natural world.  
 Watching where she steps, Mersky is careful to avoid a direct line to source, subject, or causation. It’s a fragile, 
intuitive dance with her art making—not unlike a summer hike through Hill Country woods, where living things hide to 
evade detection and the heat. Like throwing her voice, the artist and her hand are safely displaced by several removes in 
the process of transcribing nature and experience into art. This is how you dialogue with a rattlesnake.  
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