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Painter and art therapist Deva Suckerman not only makes her own 
addition to the canon of  woman-as-subject, but also personally 
steps into the role of  woman-as-healer, using art to help others 

voice their pains and fears.

Her women materialize on found pieces of  wood, discarded bits and 
boards fraught with imperfection, with burns, holes, cracks and uneven-
ness. On this small chaos of  discovered debris, her women announce 
themselves with sullen and divine potency, firm in their beauty, imbued 
with force and presence. Some of  these women seem to swim across the 
wood. Others appear out of  a mist of  color or seem locked in the very 
grain from which they emerge. They possess an internal strength, how-
ever, which implies that they’ve chosen their prison, perhaps preferring 
such self-inflicted solitude to what exists beyond, maybe each a Daphne 
retreating from Apollo.

Deva’s women offer a quiet presence from their assembled “canvasses.” 
They are a respite from the noise and madness of  the streets, yet they 
radiate a sense of  the struggle inherent in everyday existence.

“She’s a projection of  me,” says Deva. “There’s definitely a search for 
balance, equanimity, that ‘right’ feeling within myself  and my environ-
ment, even though ‘right’ might not always carry the traditionally positive 
connotation.”                 

“My process is pretty fluid,” she continues. “I don’t have any kind of  
intention when I get started. The process seems to be about finding the 
image. Since women are a constant in my work, my thoughts usually 
revolve around who they are in the context of  my life experience in that 
moment. How they resonate with what I’m feeling, thinking about, going 
through. But that changes so much throughout the process that in the 
end, it’s not really about any of  those things anymore. It’s just about the 
image and the woman in the painting feeling ‘right’ within herself  and 
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within her environment.”

Life experience is something the former owner of  Chicago’s PartsUnk-
nown Gallery does not lack. In 1997, with a BFA in illustration from the 
College of  Visual Arts in St. Paul, Minnesota, she landed in Chicago, 
where after many twists, turns, and strange incidents, “one of  which in-
volved a palm reader,” Deva enrolled in the art therapy graduate program 
at the University of  Illinois.

“I’m a very rational person, but making the decision to change the course 
of  my life and move to Chicago took less time than it sometimes takes 
me to decide on what I’m having for dinner,” she says. “At the time, the 
decision was based on my search to feel some sense of  purpose and 
fulfillment. Only later did I come to realize what it would really be like 
to use art in my relationships with children, especially those who have 
experienced trauma and a lot of  stuff  that kids just shouldn’t have to 
go through. Despite the dysfunction that exists in every family and the 
general struggles of  life, it’s helped me to appreciate what I had growing 
up and what I have now.”

Working with agencies like Ada S. McKinley Foster Care, National Youth 
Advocate Program, and Youth Guidance, Deva met kids with entirely dif-
ferent experiences and perspectives from her own; inner city kids en-
meshed in gang culture, living in extreme poverty, and exposed to vio-
lence. “Every child I worked with had seen someone shot and killed,” she 
says. “This was shocking for me back then.”   

Deva tells the story of  a nearly silent 14-year-old boy she worked with. 
“He would come in to my room and put his head down, but he was al-
ways open to doing art. Over time, I got him finger painting.” It was her 
feeling that getting a bit messy would not only help the boy connect to 
the physical sensation of  art making, but also to the emotional sensa-
tion she thought he had grown numb to, the ability to address how he 
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felt about himself. “So he’s painting and I’m painting and I’m trying to 
watch him without impeding his process when I notice that he’s scratch-
ing words and symbols in to his painting. When he thinks I might see it, 
he smoothes it out. This happens a couple of  times before I comment on 
what I see, just something like, ‘You’re writing words and erasing them. 
You’re not sure if  you want me to see them.’” He slowly began to open up 
about his experiences with gangs, his absentee parents, and his struggle 
to simply survive. “It was an amazing moment and one that I’ll never 
forget.” 

“That’s a big moment,” she continues, “but there are little ones every day 
and those are the important ones to recognize. I have a 13-year-old boy in 
foster care that I’ve been working with for four years. When he calls me to 
share some kind of  success or struggle, which he does surprisingly often 
between our in-person meetings, those are amazing moments. Here’s a 
kid who’s been pushed away by his family repeatedly, and I’ve seen him 
go through four foster homes in the time I’ve known him. For a kid like 
this to still want to reach out and to engage in relationships, that’s amaz-
ing, and it’s amazing to be on the receiving end of  that.”

Deva has been making art since she was a kid. Her proximity to memo-
ries of  childhood art helps her remember what it was like to be a child, 
which in turn helps her connect with the children she mentors. “My dad 
is one of  those parents that safely stored away almost everything I ever 
made. I used to have art shows in his living room and my favorite project 
was a 3D city scene I made out of  folded paper that I set up in the cut out 
window between his kitchen and dining room. There were houses, trees, 
little people, cars, even a school bus with the red stop sign on the side.”  

It’s possible that her work with children in the foster care system is a di-
rect extension of  being an artist. Regarding her use of  found wood and its 
texture and warmth, Deva says “taking these destroyed and abandoned 
objects and adding something beautiful and meaningful speaks to me 
about life. When I look at my paintings, I see beauty, imperfection, sad-
ness, peace, destruction, creation, and hope. To me, that’s the stuff  that 
life is made of.” To help children from broken families face themselves 
creatively and emotionally acknowledges the beauty in their imperfect 
situations in much the same way. “The combination of  the material and 
the image creates this sort of  energy, which to me feels comfortable but 
also somewhat angst-ridden at the same time.” 

It’s possible that Deva shares more with the kids she works with than art. 
Her outward appearance and inner self  are often in opposition. “People 
tend to see me as someone who is very calm, grounded, and focused,” 
Deva says. “I think it’s true that this is what I project externally, but inter-
nally I tend to struggle with a lot of  tension. All of  this definitely comes 
out in my work, and maybe my search for balance in the work is also the 
balance I want to find in my life and within myself. Growing up, I was very 
quiet and tended to hold a lot in. This was the role I played in my fam-
ily for various reasons. So, it’s been good in that it helped to make me 
an artist, as art became an important form of  self-expression. However, 
I’ve also had to learn to speak out in ways that I tended to stifle as a 
child.” It is not surprising that she’s dedicated much of  her adult life to 
helping children, from far less supportive families, speak out about their 
struggles.  

“I really like the process of  making something out of  what others might 
see as nothing. People ask me all the time where I find my materials and 
I tell them that it’s all around, but you don’t see it if  you’re not looking. 
I like to notice these things, to pay attention to the opportunity in some 
of  the ‘ugliness’ around us,” Deva says. “When we’re challenged in life, 
how do we become resourceful? How do we rebuild? How do we make it 
work? How do we find comfort in this situation? I also work with this idea 
a lot with my kids. It’s such an important concept—we don’t always have 
control over what happens but we have at least some control over how we 
respond, what we take from the situation, how we move forward, how we 
choose to cope with our feelings. That’s where the empowerment is.” For 
Deva Suckerman, that’s where the art is.

woman haS been the SubJect of art Since art began. the 
goDDeSS, virgin mother, mother nature, maiDen, maiD; in 
all her formS anD incarnationS, She haS been glorifieD, 
vilifieD, canonizeD. She haS nouriSheD, healeD, DelivereD.


