
“Do something, do something to that, and do something to that.” Erma Martin Yost 
paraphrases Jasper Johns to describe her creative process. Her rich hand-felted and 
stitched work, much like a rich full life, is the result of layering, an accretion, not only 
of materials and mark making, but also of knowledge, experience, and technique.

Yost didn’t begin her artistic career as a felter, or even working in fiber, unless you 
hark back to her childhood when she recalls making doll clothes from scraps of 

fabric from the ragbag, “I knew how to sew before I knew how to read.” Her training at James Madison 
University in Harrisonburg, Virginia, was in painting. Her teachers were abstract expressionist painters 
whose influence she found liberating. “To pick up a house paintbrush and sweep your arm clear across the 
canvas. Boy! That was fun!”

Working large gradually gave way to smaller work, and to mixed media, which included incorporating fabric. 
“For awhile I was living in the art quilt world…that just felt authentic to me.” Working in fiber allowed for 
the exploration and use of many creative practices—from photo transfers onto fabric, to dyeing, and various 
methods of printing. She says, “My painting started coming back into fabric.”

She describes herself as a process-oriented artist, “I really like process, that’s the most fun. So I make things…like 
somebody who doodles kind of mindlessly…I’m curious about processes. I don’t go out and say 'Okay, now I’ve got 
to think of something new to do,’  but something catches my interest and I try it and I think, ‘Oh, I can use that.’”

While discovering and exploring processes, she also has a history of exploring ideas and themes and 
communicating them through the use, and sometimes creation, of symbolic images. In the late '90s her work 
expressed her interest in the symbols of aboriginal peoples in the American Southwest and in Australia. She 
incorporated handprints in some of her pieces at that time. She explained their use in an interview with 
Discover New Jersey Arts: “Throughout history, handprints have been a testament to participation in a mystery. 
Whether used in religious or symbolic rituals or as an identifying mark, or simply a human gesture, the hand 
is a powerful symbol of expression and communication.”

44     FIBERARTNOW.NET • FALL 2016 FALL 2016 • FIBERARTNOW.NET    45

STRATA 
THE WORK OF ERMA MARTIN YOST

BY LEANNE JEWETT

HERE: Reflecting Pool; 
2015; wool, silk and cotton 

thread; hand felted, resist 
dyed, hand and machine 
stitched; 23 x 21 x 2.5 in.

OPPOSITE PAGE: 
Shadowed Field (Detail).

All images by Leon Yost
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As an artist who moves forward, not by abandoning past work, but by building on it, that handprint symbol 
continues to be of interest, as is evidenced in her use of it in her 2014 work, Meditation Garden (the cover 
image of this issue of Fiber Art Now).

In the early 2000s, Yost created a series of digital fabric collages melding classical paintings of women with 
images of the utilitarian tools of modern “women’s work,” such as rolling pins, washing tubs, clothespins, 
mixers, and stoves. She has also incorporated knitting needles in constructions. In recent work she uses 
common kitchen utensils that she finds at flea markets as forms to create patterns in resist dyeing, a subtle 
continuation of the subtext referring to women’s work.

Throughout her career, the evolution of Yost’s work has been triggered by process and also by a certain amount 
of serendipity. Her move to working in felt was a combination of both. After she retired from teaching, the 
school kept calling her back as a substitute art teacher. One day she was called in to teach sixth-grade girls 
making felt scarves. She had never felted, so the girls were teaching her. She says, “I was just seduced.” She 
explains some of the allure: “One reason why I loved [felting] was that the color went all the way through, as 
opposed to facing a white, blank canvas where you’re afraid to make the first mark.”

During the first years of felting she worked with dyed batts and composed with roving and dyed fleece. But after 
taking a workshop in Asheville, North Carolina with Chad Alice Hagen, whose work she had long admired, 
she began to dye her own wool, which further transformed her work. In the resist dyeing technique that Yost has 
adopted, before the wool is put into the dye pot, it is folded and clamped with objects that will resist the color. 
This process forms a pattern with built-in repetitions. The resulting pieces give her an entirely different starting 
point; rather than continue to approach each piece as a painter would—with a horizon line and a viewpoint—
she begins with a pattern that will be combined with other pieces to form the finished work.

Time for reflection, which she refers to as “hitting pause,” is an integral part of Yost’s creative process. 
She usually works on three pieces at a time, so that when she gets to a point with a piece where 
she doesn’t know what to do next, she moves to a different piece, letting the first “simmer on the 
backburner of [her] brain.” She pins the work-in-progress onto foam core in her studio, where it is 
visible, a subliminal prompt. She explains, “The thing that I really love is when a work starts to take on a 
life of its own and it suggests to me what it wants to be…I like to start, and yes, there might be a kernel, 
but then I like to have it take me on a journey.”TOP: Fossil Field; 2015; wool, cotton thread; hand felted, resist dyed, hand and machine stitched; 18 x 21 x 2.5 in.

OPPOSITE PAGE: Shadowed Field; 2012; wool, cotton thread; hand felted, hand stitched; 22 x 27 x 2.5 in.

Prepared pre-felt with resist plates and clamps. Folded felt, clamped for first dye bath. Unfolded felt after final dye bath.
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In her 2015 piece, Sprouts, seedpods seem to nestle safely, germinating in the dark soil until they are 
transformed into lush vegetation by the sunlight. When she completed the black bordered section of this 
piece, she was not satisfied that it was complete, so up on the foam core it went. She waited for inspiration, 
which finally arrived when she came across two sun prints that she had made 20 years earlier: a blue print 
suggesting calm and a yellow print suggesting life-giving sunlight. The added layer unified and so completed 
the piece. Thus, this piece is built of layers of time, layers of material, and layers of process—the culmination 
of Yost’s continuing journey of discovery.

Yost is a longtime city dweller and is not a gardener, but most of her work is firmly rooted in nature. Perhaps 
its source can be traced to her beginnings. Born in Indiana, and raised in a rural community, she describes 
herself as a “person of the land.” That theme especially pervades her more recent work, much of which made 
up her 2015 solo exhibition, Felted Gardens, and is teeming with symbols for life, nature, and contemplation.

Her work is in numerous public collections including the Museum of Art and Design in New York City 
and Bristol-Myers Squibb in Princeton, New Jersey. She has exhibited widely and her work is featured in 
more than 21 books.

When nearing an exhibition she says it takes discipline to 
keep her focus and avoid following what she calls “side roads,” 
because “the ‘doing’ of the work generates a lot of ideas.” Now 
“on pause” before her next solo exhibition at Noho M55 
Gallery in New York City, she is taking time to explore some 
of those ideas that arose while preparing for Felted Gardens.

She will ramble a ways down those side roads, one of which 
is an exploration of line in her work. “I started to realize how 
important ‘line’ is…. it’s one of the basic elements of design 
that you study in Design 101. It sounds simple, but now, 
in my stitching, I’m exploring line more. We’ll see where it 
goes.” And so her journey of discovery continues.

To see more of Yost’s work visit her website at: 
www.ermamartinyost.com.

HERE: Sprouts; 2015; 
wool, Seta color sun 

prints on muslin, 
bone beads, cotton 
thread; hand felted, 

resist dyed, 
hand stitched; 

25 x 19 x 2.5 in.

OPPOSITE PAGE  
TOP: Downys at  

Dawn; 2009; 
wool, cotton thread;  

hand felted, wool,  
hand stitched;  

19 x 22 x 2.25 in.
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Erma Martin Yost with framed work on the wall and works-
in-progress pinned on foam core in the background.


