In  the  Studio:  Susan  Feller

By Susan Feller
There  is  a  saying:  “Dream  it  and  it  will  come  true.”  That  is  how  our  Ruckman  
Mill Farm and Studio came to be. In 1994 Jim Lilly, my partner, and I located
the ideal property. But . . . it was five hours away from our business and
residence in New Jersey. Still, no problem for romantics!

Over twelve years we set our goal: to move onto the 29 acres in Hampshire
County, West Virginia. Jim began studying construction techniques from
bricklaying to hand hewing and notching logs in a traditional joinery typical of
the 150-year-old homes in the area. He learned electrical and plumbing trades

in the winter months and used those skills each summer, gradually building
our two-story log home with a walk-out first-floor studio. He worked to make
the home as energy-efficient as possible, tucking it into a hillside facing south
to collect the passive heat and light. I chinked the spaces between the logs and
laid bricks for walkways and siding. I built extensive herb gardens and floral
patches, from which I harvested flowers and wild plants that I began selling to
florists along the path back to our New Jersey gallery. I also demonstrated
hooking at local heritage events, met people interested in learning, and joined
the arts council. These steps helped with the eventual transition to our new
home. We had known our neighbors for years when we finally made the move
in 2006.
When you are dreaming is the time to make wish lists, and highest on ours
was separate spaces to work on our respective crafts. My goal of a personal
studio was easier to implement, and so I got my wish first. But finally, in 2011,
Jim  built  a  20′  x  24′  workroom  to  give  him  space  for  tools  and  to  work  on  his  
finely crafted furniture. The workroom connects to a smaller showroom for
both of our designs.
My studio is on the ground floor of the
home, which is built into a hill, and the
log home continues for two stories
above. This space is accessible from a
walk-out door down a path from the
parking area, or by steps down through
a trap door in the floor above. Three
large floor-to-ceiling windows light up
the space. Heavy curtains can be closed
at night or opened during the day to
maintain the even temperature of
around 50 degrees year-round. Because
the concrete walls are below ground,
they  aren’t  exposed  to  the  external  
climate changes. Additional heat is
provided by a wall unit using propane
gas and, of course, another layer of
clothing can be worn when necessary.

The  main  studio  is  24′  x  24′  with  10-foot
ceilings—plenty of flexible space for all of its
purposes. It can accommodate eight students
in a workshop; pattern transferring for the
Ruckman Mill Farm line of hooked rug
designs; or hooking frames set up at any of
several of my favorite tables. One of the
accents in the studio is a three-foot square
painted table created by Jule Marie
Smith and purchased to support the
Green Mountain Rug Hooking Guild.
Whenever I look at this colorful
furniture, I am reminded of Jule and her
cheery conversations. Another treasure is
the  dining  table  of  my  father’s  childhood,  
which is usually central to the space and
acts as a display area for selling, a project
space to spread out on, and a work table.
One very useful tool that I had been missing in my pattern-making business
prior to the move was a light table. I had hand drawn all of the designs onto
backing using a laborious and taxing process of taping the paper pattern to a
sunny window pane, then the backing over the design, and tracing the lines
while standing. This works fine for small patterns one at a time, but imagine
an  order  for  twelve  of  the  same!  Or,  even  worse,  drawing  a  36″  x  60″  design  
when  the  window  was  only  36″  x  24″.  From  1994  until  our  move  in  2006,  this  
was how the business managed.
But for the new studio, another
item on the wish list was a light
box. Jim is good at finding
working items ready for the
dump and repurposing them.
He had found an industrial
lighting fixture with the
fluorescent tubes, metal
support, and frosted Plexiglass
cover, all of which had been
part of a suspended ceiling. It
measures  47″  x  23″.  With  some  
of the electrical skills he had learned, he added an on/off switch and wired the
unit to plug into an outlet. Then we turned it faceup and placed it on another

find, a porcelain-topped kitchen table. It is the right height for me to
comfortably  draw,  and  is  immediately  in  front  of  the  4′  x  8′  work  table  so  the  
patterns and backing for large designs are flat and can be pulled towards the
light easily.
I draw all of my patterns by hand from designs on
paper with lines darkened so they can be read
through any of the backing fabrics (natural linen to
bright  monk’s  cloth).  I  have  more  than  a  hundred  
designs, so storage space for these had to be
factored into the studio layout. The smallest
patterns are kept in file folders, the next size are
rolled and stored in a sectioned box which once
held six gallon jugs of water, and the largest are on
open shelves.
Rolls of backing and natural wool are easily
unrolled as needed because Jim installed hooks in
the ceiling to suspend each material. Directly over
the light box are the backings (up to 100 yards at a
time) so that I can pull down, measure, and cut off the lengths for each order.
The  wool  fabric  roll  is  in  the  dye  room,  which  is  16′  x  20′ and connected to the
studio by an open doorway. Along one wall of this room is a three-burner
camp stove (using propane) under an air vent and next to the dye cupboard
and prep table. There is another porcelain-topped table for setting finished
wools waiting to be rinsed, a deep industrial sink and running water, a washer,
and last but not least, the dryer. It is an ideal setup for a creative day of dyeing,
and large enough to accommodate two students. Jim conducts workshops here
every April during the Retreat Into the Mountains.

Back in the studio,
there are the floorto-ceiling windows.
The view out those
windows is pure
Wild and Wonderful
West Virginia
Mountains! This is
what drew us to this
place—the source of creative inspiration. As the seasons
change, the subtle details and textures of the mountains show up in my work.
Inside, the studio is filled with mementos from my travels.

A 1940s-era Bliss cutter now serves a new purpose as a bookend.

Fellow  artists’  works  are  displayed.  This  art  (left) from scrabble pieces is by Kim Dubay.
Pincushion by Carolyn Boutilier.

A color wheel, a photo of redbud blossoms and wool I dyed, and an old postcard about
sewing during spring hang from one post.

Visual reminders of workshops I have led and board positions I have held (including
TIGHR President and ATHA Regional Coordinator) hang in honored spaces.

My own artwork provides color and a sense of the artist at work. The walls are painted
white and enhance any of the color combinations the rugs and wall art incorporate.

Hanging over a curtain at one of the windows is a hand-painted burlap canvas
collected along the way. On the wall is a tin piece (circa 1905) found on the
mill on our property with Ruckman, West Virginia, stamped on it.
On another wall is the sign from our former business
those many years ago in New Jersey. The transition
has been a long but successful journey. Today we
enjoy a lifestyle that is pretty close to our dream of
1994, and, yes, it is good to live the dream!
Thoughts from Susan
“Working  with  fibers  connects  me  with  generations  of  
artisans’  spirits.  Due  to  the  slow,  repetitive  process,  there  is  
time to dwell on natural subjects within my art and the
materials selected. Now living in West Virginia, I have come
full circle--back to the farm, and rural lifestyle of my
youth.”
“The  physical  space  an  artist  creates  in  reflects  their  spirit.  
Yet the mental space where the artist draws from for inspiration retains that spirit.
Whatever amount of area you can dedicate to your artwork will be enough at the
moment.  Dream,  create,  and  act  on  your  goals  and  skills.  Time  is  ahead  but  we  don’t  
know how much, so action is all we really have, use each day for your art and the
personal  relations  will  benefit.”

Susan is the author of Design Basics for Rug Hookers
(available here) and a frequent contributor to Rug
Hooking Magazine. Her websites are
www.ruckmanmillfarm.com and www.artwools.com. She
also recommends the following:
www.TIGHR.net The International Guild of Handhooking
Rugmakers
www.colourlovers.com Color palettes
www.SauderVillage.org Rug Hooking Week
www.SurfaceDesign.org Biennial symposium for fiber artists
Journaling
Visiting exhibits of any artwork, not exclusive to fibers as
medium

This article first appeared in Rug Beat, the electronic publication of Rug Hooking
Magazine from 2011 to 2014. Used with permission.

