
Songs of Seeing 
Nature-based enjoyment 

for everyone 
 

 
 

Introduction  or Afterword  or both 

 

Visual enjoyment is all around  you just have to notice. 

 

Noticing, enjoying, painting, taking photographs with your camera or smartphone  

.  

 

Enjoying surimono is a form of making art.  

 

What is a surimono?  

 



 
 

 

A surimono is an equal partnership of verbal and visual images. Then you add your reactions  

to the combination.  your contribution to making the art in this form 

 inspired by a 19th century Japanese printmaking tradition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Art-making begins here  in tiny steps so simple you realize that you too can do this  

 

(Note: These are poems accessible to anyone; male, female, young, or old. For a patient, a 

caregiver may have to read the words accompanying the following images, but sharing the visuals 

is what this is all about.) 

 

 
 

 Visual art usually implies that humans have in some degree selected (decided where the 

boundaries are) and/or manipulated a visual image. We recognize the image above in its frame as 

a work of art signed by the artist.  

 

 

Frame it and claim it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

   

This image is also art:  

 
                                       

and also, perhaps less obviously, so is this: 

 

 
                                              

 

         because the camera or smartphone viewfinder shows us where the boundaries will lie.  

 



 
 

                    That is exactly what a cut out frame or even our  view  also does. 

 

 
 



A camera may focus on the center but our attention is more flexible. Sometimes we like perfect 

symmetry but sometimes we prefer the  of  decidedly off-center. Japanese art 

often shows a preference for asymmetry.  

 

As long as your eyes can see, you can make art anywhere you are  

 

 

 

 
 

as is demonstrated by this image, the corner of a sick room where the walls and ceiling meet. 

 

The fact that you are doing some choosing is worth thinking about. Before you even consciously 

start thinking about whether or not you like something, parts of your brain have already made 

decisions for you. Is this dangerous? Should I flee? Is this agreeable? When your conscious levels 

kick in, you may decide whether you think an image is beautiful or ugly, satisfying or not.  The 

collection of such choices makes up what we recognize as an  style. 

  

What is your style? Your choices may indeed vary from hour to hour, day to day, depending on 

all sorts of physical factors. Are you tired? Hungry? Just beginning to recover from an illness or 

injury? Feeling depressed?   All of that matters. 

 
 



 

 

 

Here are some images to ponder: 

 

                                                 
            

                                                                              fairly  

 

         
                                                                             or quite simple. 

 



 

 

 

We react to patterns: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

and shapes... 

 

 

and lines. 

 

 

 
but the image comes to us with an emotional envelope whether we want it or not: 

  

 laying that rubber was raging  

or   

"That bozo nearly hit me, killed me, as I was coming home last   



 
 

What did you notice first? That may affect how you react. 

 

 
 

How do you feel about spiders? What if you know this is a harmless flower crab spider? 

 

 



 
 

We probably have favorite colors 

 

 
 

but we are also influenced by how we feel about composition 



 
 

or color saturation 

 

 
 

or amount of contrast, again a sunset but instead of saturated color and sharp contrast this one 

is mostly mid-tones. 

 

Since the images above do not involve selling to a publisher or collector, exhibiting them in a 

gallery or seeking approval from anyone else, you can sense how silly it would be to rate one or 

another as  

 



So once again, Frame it and claim it. That means notice when you have made pleasurable 

choices.  your claiming. Make that a habit.  that fire together wire  

Noticing is a sort of art collecting. Now that you have become an art connoisseur, the more you 

practice that noticing/claiming of what brings you pleasure, the richer your art collection. You do 

not have to share this claimed image with the rest of the world to enjoy the beneficial effects of 

your view-finding collection. You are claiming your views (both senses of that word!) for your 

own collection. 

 

A significant part of art is metaphor  further meanings  that are implied or obvious. These 

will vary according to personal views of the artist and the time and culture in which the art is/was 

made. Significance will vary according to the viewer as well. You do not have to decode what you 

think the artists meant as metaphor. You do not even have to ask yourself what you consciously 

registered, but you might enjoy pondering the metaphors in art works. In surimono, both the 

Japanese antiques and these modern fusion surimono, there is almost always an additional 

pleasure to be gotten from pondering the synthesis, the figures of speech, and deeper meanings. 

    

The making of art is thought to be very healing. Remember that it begins in your mind, the 

choices you make in your personal viewfinder. You may find that looking at a painting

someone  claimed view does not seem to have the same effect as making  your own 

choices from the world around you. 

 

 be fooled into thinking that a rote craft is art making. You can stroke paint on a wall or 

knit a blanket with enough cognitive system left over to natter on about what a *&%$## jerk that 

other guy is, how unfair the *&%$## world is. That probably is not healing unless you are telling 

it to a therapist! 

 

Surimono means   in Japanese. Back in the 19th century the Japanese poets and 

artists who made surimono understood that the relationship between verbal and visual images 

was especially interesting. The one image did not just illustrate or explain the other. They formed 

a partnership and the viewer/reader was an additional factor in the total effect. One plus one 

equals three! As with haiku, there was more implied in symbols, references, implications etc

which added to the enjoyment of surimono in much the same way that we get a kick out finally 

 a joke. These Songs of Seeing are essentially modern surimono, poems and pictures 

combined but by a fusion of modern digital techniques. Fusion surimono. 

 

As you make your way through the collections of Songs of Seeing surimono, you will perhaps see 

them in a slightly different way now that you have considered what we are doing when we are 

making art. Art can convey beauty but also express a range of emotions and send powerful 

messages. Frame it and claim it is just the beginning. 

 



You may have asked yourself, What about making music?  that art making too?  Probably 

your mind does something like Choose  dear from what you hear.  Songs of Seeing 

surimono are primarily but not entirely for visual pleasure. They are poems after all, and poems 

have in them the abstract music of words. Words have an echoic or onomatopoeic character. 

Listen to the Songs of Seeing read aloud. Oh, maybe  why they are called Songs of 

   

 

You get to choose what you enjoy. Notice and  yours. Enjoy the collections in the order you 

prefer. The order of length or complexity is a not a gradation of merit. The arrangements of the 

following chapters are just rough estimates of what you are asking your brain to do for you. May 

you find enjoyment again and again.  

 
 I were called upon to define briefly the word Art, I should call it the reproduction of what the 

senses perceive in nature, seen through the veil of the  

Paul Cezanne 

 

 

 "Poetry is a pack-sack of invisible keepsakes." 

Carl Sandburg 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 1 

(almost) No Words 

Welcome! Come on in. 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



Did you find some of these suggest a bit of story? That probably depends on what you bring to 

Can you feel a slight surge of pleasure as you look? Does it remind you of 

something you are familiar with but never saw in quite this way? That part of your brain which 

decides whether something is going to be dangerous and you should flee is always instantly on 

duty whether you are aware of that or not. Everything about interpreting images is work. That 

means if you are already tired or hungry or sick, you may find it seems even more like work. Be 

kind to yourself. If it is not pleasant, just stop. Close your eyes. Recall what did strike you as 

pleasing.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Surimono do not have titles. You may find yourself making your own tags for them. In this sort 

of one plus one, the sum is always more than three. Remember, you are part of the art making. 

These surimono collections are arranged in a somewhat increasing order of complexity but the 

order is probably not the same for everyone and there may not be clear criteria for wh

challenging. They are a safe retreat from the cares of the day, but they are meant first of all as a 

source of pleasure.  

 



Chapter 2 

Shorter 

 



 



 



 



 



 







 



 



 











 











 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 3 

Mid-length  









 











 











 









 











 







 



 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4  

More mid-

length









 











 











 











 











 







 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5  

Longer









 











 











 











 









 













 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 6 

Different 

Flavors







 





 





 











 











 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 7  

Bonus









 











 









 











 











 











 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter  8 About surimono 

Suri mono  printed thing. As simple as that  yet this woodcut-and-poem art form from Japan a 

century and more ago is ever so much more. 

  

The Japanese borrowed from China their  to become Zen, and they borrowed written 

characters, painting styles, poetry forms, lacquer, and porcelain skills as well. These arts and 

crafts evolved with a distinctive Japanese flavor. By the late  linked forms of verse were 

being printed in a fairly distinctive format in Japan. By the early 1800s, Japanese poets and poetry 

clubs commissioned the finest graphic artists and printmakers of the day to make lavish 

broadsheets called surimono. Small editions of these prints were given to friends and associates 

as gifts at the New Year. All the most exquisite techniques of the day were used, with no need to 

justify publishing expense. Designs printed in a simpler, more economical form were often later 

reissued by the publishers in large numbers for sale. 

   
from author's  surimono collection 



Surimono from the golden years 1810-1840 were designed by such notables as Hokusai and 

Hiroshige. Their designs were carved onto wood blocks and printed by masters of the craft. The 

poems might be haiku or often the sort known as  amusing, full of references to classical 

literature, replete with wordplay and verbal puns, often what we would consider in-jokes, and 

references possibly political or risqué.  Not to be outdone, the graphic artists chose highly 

symbolic objects to portray, objects which in themselves often functioned as visual puns, visual 

rhymes, and referents.  

 

The poems on surimono are in a long tradition of linking verse. Links may be a progression of 

authorship, a chain of thought, of seasons, or sound patterns and various other linking 

relationships which have no parallel in western literatures. Surimono often exhibit an enthusiasm 

for the natural world. What looks like a   is merely static poses of living things. This 

creative,  thinking has a remarkable appeal to this day, even to those who do not read 

the language and do not know the culture.  

 

The calligraphy in which the poems are written is expressive in appearance but sometimes now 

nearly undecipherable. A modern translation poses all the usual challenges involved in 

translating poetry from one language into another, one era to another. Add to these challenges 

the fact that the borrowing of Chinese characters for written Japanese language had not yet been 

completely standardized by the age of surimono.  

 
Essentially ephemera, the woodcut prints were sometimes collected in boxes or pasted into 

albums. The cherry wood blocks were sufficiently durable for subsequent editions to be printed. 

Very soon after Commodore Matthew Perry sailed into Tokyo Bay in 1853, western printing 

techniques  etchings, lithographs, and engravings  became the fashion among the Japanese 

elite. But as soon as Europeans clamored for surimono prints of their own, Japanese print makers 

found ways to accommodate their demand. Editions, reprints, restrike, reproductions, or knock-

offs  you name it. Other poems might be substituted in the reissue. The design might be 

appropriated as a sort of advertisement or tourist souvenir. Older woodblock techniques were 

often kept secret and some now are lost. 

 

Does that not now make modern pairing of images with new poems fair game for all cultures? 

The relationship of paint artists with photography has never been a comfortable one but now 

fusion seems inevitable. We have an infinite supply of photographs and paintings which we can 

combine or manipulate with ever-evolving apps. Poems are now made in many forms and styles. 

There is no single   to decode or see the relationships between verbal and visual 

images. May you enjoy working out such relationships for yourself in a personal way!  

 



Chapter 9 

 

Before I fell and fractured my skull ice skating, I used to paint dry brush watercolors of biological 

subjects.  My style was deliberately super-realistic in order to call attention to treasures of nature 

that others might miss. For some time after my TBI moonlit misfortune I could not write or draw 

 neither muscle nor mind up to the task. Sadly, after the accident my small motor skills have 

never fully recovered. However, in this age of iPads and apps with an UNDO button, I can once 

again make art. I photograph with my smartphone and a simple point-and-shoot camera, and 

often I digitally paint on my photographs. There is a special, rather hypnotic intensity of these 

works viewed on a digital screen. Perhaps the visual image comes to me first or sometimes the 

other way round. 

 
 

 

My  interpretation of the subject is deliberately minimal. The works are arranged 

in groups of thirty, about like the number found in an antique poetry chapbook. I mean them to 

be revisited often, for an experience both personal and intimate whether viewed as works on 

paper or on screen. Also my works deliberately show hardly any humans. There is usually no age, 

gender, race or culture suggested.  

 

Art is for everyone.  Enjoyment should require no special education or status in life. As I worked 

with my fusion surimono I found that unconsciously I was making decisions that would make 

reading/viewing my work more comfortable for someone who was facing challenges such as I 

had after my TBI. I now keep my surimono visual images not complex or abstract, and the verbal 



content of my poems not obscure. My natural history subjects may be exotic but the depictions 

are largely self-explanatory. 

 

 
 

When I regained consciousness in the hospital, I was not frightened.  I think that was because I 

heard my brother and husband talking over my comatose body in the previous days. I could see 

that I was in hospital and all those tubes and beeping machines and nurses scuttling about meant 

that I was being cared for. In the course of my stay in the Intensive Care Unit, I remember being 

baffled by an overheard disparaging comment on my  nut brown skin color. I noticed 

that the male nurse carefully adjusted the Johnny gown for maximum modesty before sliding me 

into the tube of the MRI scanner. One nurse commented to another on my age. All that seemed 

quite meaningless to me: I felt no age, no race, no gender as my identity. 

 

 
 



Further, I felt a detachment about my condition, certainly not a terrible view from the inside of 

me. As I look back, I find this comforting. One of the most interesting lessons of my accident was 

this demonstration of what is essential about us, what I feel is the very core of being human. In 

my works one will not find any politics. There will be beauty; no judgments, no confrontations, 

no threats, no violence.  I think of these pictured poems as safe experiences for the vulnerable, 

sustaining for the exhausted caregiver.    

 

 
 

I have called these digital works   because the form was inspired by the 19th 

century Japanese woodblock prints commissioned by poetry societies.  because the 

originals were called surimono, meaning   square, about  with the words 

and the images equal partners. The reader/viewer adds their own interpretation so in a sense, one 

plus one equals three.  since I use both my photographs and my paintings and I 

sometimes digitally paint on the photographs.  Visual and verbal style of these works follows no 

particular school of painting or poem making but the fusion of digital techniques  think point-

and-shoot and cellphone cameras, Photoshop and an explosion of apps opens a wide new 

world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 10 

 

 

 
Biography 

Marnie Reed Crowell is a biologist, natural history writer, and artist, poet, teacher and small 

press publisher. While ice skating in 1999 she sustained a traumatic brain injury in a fall. 

Emerging from her coma, she found that she was unable to write, draw, or even make sense of 

printed words. Recovery was slow. Although her small motor skills have never quite recovered, 

Marnie found her way back to art and poetry by starting with very simple images and words, 

gradually increasing their complexity.   

 
                                                    (Face painting is a surimono of sorts, right?)  

 

Marnie believes that others who suffer from Traumatic Brain Injury, cancer's "chemo brain", 

PTSD, Post Lyme "fog", Post Covid 19   and the like could perhaps find their way back by 

utilizing the pictured poems in stages from very simple to complex at their own pace. 

 

 
 

Marnie majored in biology, cum laude, at Randolph-Macon  College, received the M.S. 

in Biology from the University of Pennsylvania, and married ecologist Dr. Kenneth L. Crowell in 

1962. She has always been a teacher in and out of the classroom. Her career spans teaching in 



high school, in a one room school, Empire State College on line, St. Lawrence University January 

Interterm courses,  Fiction International programs, and workshops at Ogdensburg 

Correctional Facility. 

 

 first book, Greener Pastures (Funk & Wagnalls 1973), described life on their Canton, 

New York farm. Great Blue, Odyssey of a Great Blue Heron (Times Books, 1979) described the 

migration of a great blue heron to the Caribbean. Her other books include Flycasting for 

Everyone, (Stackpole 1996) and a number of Threehalf Press poetry collaborations. A Sky of 

Birds, Downeast images (Threehalf Press, 2011) was produced for the Downeast Chapter of 

Audubon, with bird photographs by chapter members accompanying  bird poems. Her 

poems appear in More Poems from Maine, TAKE HEART, selected by Maine Poet Laureate 

Wesley McNair (DownEast Books 2016. Maine.  

  

For years Marnie wrote natural history columns for local newspapers. Her many articles appear 

in newspapers and magazines, such as Redbook, Readers Digest, Natural History, DownEast, and 

Island  The Working Waterfront. 

 

Artist who practices meditating, Hospice volunteer and active conservationist, Marnie was called 

upon to practice what she preached about nature and art and healing after her moonlit ice 

skating accident in 1999 left her with a Traumatic Brain Injury. When her recovery was well 

underway she wrote many poems that she wanted to publish with photographs of the  wild 

places. 

 
 

Photographer and clinical psychologist Dr. Ann Flewelling contacted Crowell about the 

meditation classes Marnie was offering. The two subsequently formed Threehalf Press, dedicated 

to using new media to produce art that speaks for the environment. Island Meditation (Threehalf 

Press 2011), originally crafted for the local medical center and adult continuing education 

program, surveys world-wide meditation techniques including those from Crowells' trips to 

China. 

 



 works have appealed to a wide audience. Her paintings have been shown in various 

museums and her poems are now part of a poetry walk in a park in San Jose, California. A video 

tape by Lewiston Public Library showcases Marnie reading one of her poems and Maine Poet 

Laureate Stu Kestenbaum read one of her poems on Maine Public Radio, in his program Poems 

From Here.    

 

After  battling with tick bites three times, Marnie has also experienced Lyme disease and its 

aftermath.  Doctors are now finding that Covid 19 survivors may experience   not 

unlike cancer treatment aftermaths.  Marnie hopes that her surimono may provide some release 

and lead patients toward improvement. She now shares a wonderful supply of photographs and 

paintings which she enjoys combining or manipulating with ever-evolving apps.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 10  

Rehab tips 

Whether you are dealing with Traumatic Brain Injury issues, Post-cancer treatment brain fog, or 

Post-Lyme disease or Post Covid19, there are some common situations you may be facing.  

 

Trauma hits: the heads side of your coin is now tails, whether you are the victim or the care giver. 

Who are you now; what to do now?  This collection of tips is NOT medical advice. For that you 

go to your neurologists, physicians, and therapists. Rather, here is a description of things that 

TBI and Post-Lyme survivors have found useful. Some are from my personal experience and 

many have been gathered from the Facebook closed groups for survivors and care givers.  We 

hope you find some of these helpful. 

                                                                

I'll first share some general thoughts about the rehab experience, followed by specific tips. 

 

 

 
 

Once when I went to rehab I said to the receptionist "You must love your job, watching all of us 

with our assistive devices and our clothing held together by Velcro as we slowly get our lives back 

on track." She replied, "Sadly, maybe half get discouraged and just give up." What a tragedy that 

is, but I understand.  

 

I sometimes wished I were being treated by a good veterinarian rather than undergoing the long, 

detailed and tiring interrogations by the neurologists. I like to think that if one is using my fusion 



surimono collections for healing, there is a bit of veterinary wisdom in them. Consider dog 

obedience training:  good doggie. I do not know how you did it, but that was just right. Here 

is a doggie  And when you want your donkey to make progress, you hold a carrot out in 

front and you keep moving the carrot farther and farther after each success.     

 

Neurologists now know that our brains are remarkably plastic. If you are caring for someone 

who has been challenged, do encourage them to keep working and patiently watch what's 

possible. Eventually I could make art and write and I even learned how to make this web site 

myself so I could share with you all. Yes, it is challenging to deal with many changes all at once, 

but know that whether it comes all at once or little by little, change will surely keep on changing! 

May these collections bring you comfort and perseverance?                                                                   

                      

 

 
 

This Songs of Seeing web page is designed to be inclusive and safe. The images are primarily 

nature-based and the words have an element of poetry about them. The subjects rarely show age, 

gender, or race. You can picture yourself enjoying the scene no matter who you are. The 

increasing complexity means you can find some you can enjoy. All the surimono have some 

degree of story to coax you to contemplate. 

  

Since mental issues are invisible, they are commonly misunderstood, but they are nothing to be 

ashamed of. I call the holes in my memory tasks just Memory Lace. It can be very difficult for 

caregivers to understand that you might be in your own familiar territory and feel lost. How 

frustrating that one can program a smartphone to call for help but the person forgets what 

a phone is for. Remember Polaroid cameras? How slowly the image developed? Our brains can 

react that way and we would be wise not to get in the way with a lot of negative static  thinking 

fear, anger, shame, age stereotypes etc. 

  



So here's one more veterinarian metaphor:  beat the doggie when you are not getting the 

action you wish. That does not really accomplish training, but leads to aversion, shutting down, 

and negative reactions. Remember, it is also worth praising yourself when things go well. More of 

that please, Brain. 

 

 

Marnie's Rehab Tips 

 

Balance Issues 

When we have issues compromising our vestibular systems, we discover how unpleasant that can 

be. A pair of trekking poles may give you better support than a cane. You get more sensory 

information and the pair of poles may catch you better if you start to fall. 

  

To give your brain more information about which way is UP, check things you know are verticals 

such as picture frames, wall corners, etc before you try heading down stairs. Touch walls or 

railings or your helpers with your elbow or finger tips. Accept a hand but explain that you do not 

need actual support, just more tactile information. 

 

An on line search for Epley Maneuver instructions or videos might be very helpful. 

  

Fatigue 

You might try 20 minute  Perhaps you do not need sleep, just the refreshing that can 

come from meditating. You can allow yourself to fall asleep or not. You can set an alarm or train 

yourself to know when 20 minutes has passed. Ten or twenty minutes of   in 

morning and afternoon can be remarkably refreshing but that is not something we are 

accustomed to doing! 

 

Fatigue may not actually be a feeling in your body but a sensation of neurofatigue in your brain. 

For more about mediation and sleep techniques see 

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/mindfulness-meditation-helps-fight-insomnia-improves-

sleep-201502187726 

  

Aphasia 

Often we have trouble retrieving a word or the meaning of someone  words. I had a dream 

that clearly told me I was inventing a new kind of haiku-like three line poem. In the first line I 

was to say aloud something I could. The example that came to me back then was  mean that 

woman who used her whole name before that became  Second  You know, she was 

married to a man who became governor or Arkansas and then  Line  Yes, 

Hillary Rodham  My family thought people would think I was very strange but no one 

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/mindfulness-meditation-helps-fight-insomnia-improves-sleep-201502187726
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/mindfulness-meditation-helps-fight-insomnia-improves-sleep-201502187726


ever commented and 100% of the time I was successful in retrieving the words I wanted. I 

learned later that it is important to say the lines out loud. Have you noticed that we seem to file 

names and words phonetically? Apparently we store the things we hear in a different place from 

where we store what we read or see or think. 

 

Memory Issues  

Writing lists and using Post-It notes have no doubt occurred to you.  These days using Alexa or 

Google Home to set reminders is another option. However you help yourself, remembering to be 

patient and allowing the memory slowly to develop or be retrieved is a good idea. It won't help to 

fill your mind with the static of recriminations and impatience.  

  

People often comment that they cannot recall the exact instant when they were injured. While 

this might be valuable for insurance issues, it might be wise to recognize that your brain is 

protecting you. Healing is a forward looking action; not a backward process.   

 

 

Refueling 

You may think you need to refuel your body with a snack. Try feeding this hunger not with 

caffeine or alcohol but get a lift from fruit juices or smoothies. Your gut biota will thank you for 

yogurt, especially homemade.  (Cultures for Health is a good source for renewable cultures.) Set 

portion sizes and eat just that whether or not you want it and stop whether or not you want to. 

For a time I had considerable difficulty chewing and swallowing. I set the table with a tiny jade 

figure to remind me that I would surely be successful if I took things slowly and thoughtfully. 

 

Overstimulating Situations 

The ear plugs that band players wear when performing can lower troublesome sound levels while 

still allowing you to hear conversations and enjoy music. They are available on line and suitable 

ones do not cost more than around $20. The ones that include a case and a cord that links the ear 

plugs are most helpful.   underestimate the distraction of light at night, the lights of 

appliances in the bedroom or even the dawning of day. Silk eye masks may be great help as light 

block, a comfort and a signal to relax that your brain comes to recognize. And you do keep your 

sunglasses handy, don't you?  

 

I found it helpful to realize that I had a limited tolerance for stimulation. I recognized a sort of 

point system, a limited diet of emotional calories so to speak.  When I neared my limit I had to 

figure how to take time out. I explained to my caregiver and those close to me that I had used up 

my points temporarily. This explanation satisfied everyone and caused no recriminations. 

  

Body Temperature Regulation 



It is not uncommon to find that your  temperature regulation is off. Surprisingly enough 

when you find yourself dealing with these hot flashes or night sweats, you can sometimes deal 

with them by fighting fire with fire in a manner of speaking.  It may seem counter-intuitive but 

picture your body core as furnace firebox and turn up the flames. I think of that as hollering at 

my hypothalamus. Once I get the attention of this regulator, my hot sensations calm down in a 

matter of minutes. (I discovered that back in my menopausal days!) Inexpensive fleece throws 

and silk underwear can also be a great help in keeping you comfortable.   

 

 

Overreacting 

When you are hostage to wildly fluctuating reactions your emotions are described as labile. 

When you find something funny you almost pee your pants. Sad, and you may start weeping.  

And the real challenge, anger. Here is a perhaps helpful metaphor: Your pattern recognition 

system is down so tell your weepy, hysterical or furious self,  not my  and "I'm 

not going there". The train may have already left the station with you on it but you can ring the 

emergency cord. Stop. You want to get off.  How to do that? Feel your breath moving in and out 

of your nostrils. It is impressive how effectively you can teach yourself calming routines. 

 

It may also be useful to think about what Hospice training calls the Target Zone. You cannot 

fight death so you strike out at anybody near you, in the target zone. Sadly, that is often the best 

doctor or nurse, or the most loyal family member. This is very hurtful so these good people need 

to know not to take that lashing out personally. The frustrated person faced with the unsolvable 

crisis might also want to take a look at what they are unintentionally doing to others around 

them.  

  

Likewise, anger that cannot be directed at the brain injury itself might be directed at those in the 

Target Zone.   

 

It may be helpful to think of your past as just inner layers of your Golden Onion skin. You are 

not denying a part of yourself, not erasing your history, just making it irrelevant. Your present 

faces the future.  All your good rehab work forms new golden layers. 

  

Olfactory Issues 

If the olfactory nerves passing through the bony plate at the base of the skull are damaged, one 

may lose the sense of smell, a condition known as anosmia. A condition that might be described 

as phantom odor, is called dysosmia.  In my case dysosmia triggered diabolically awful smell 

sensations with every inhalation.  Eventually I devised a meditation to deal with the dysosmia 

phenomenon. Figuring that if my brain was causing it by coping in a dysfunctional way, my 

brain could solve the dilemma by retraining itself. I went outside and said to myself  this 



blue sky is what air which does not stink looks like. Ears, the sound of nearby waves is what clean 

air sounds like. Skin, you are my largest organ and you know that this is what non-smelly air feels 

like. Oh, nose, thank you but I do not need a report from you; I have enough data." Within a little 

over a month the dysosmia permanently disappeared.  

 

Loss of smell sometimes accompanies Covid 19 infections, or old age or as a consequence of 

taking certain medicines. My sense of smell has not returned but I take special pleasure in what 

celery and other foods sound like when I chew. I am aware of many tastes and flavors. 

Interestingly enough, cinnamon would taste like floor sweepings if it was not carried by butter. 

Taste is much more complicated that the simple flavor map of the tongue that we were taught in 

high school biology.      

 

  

Dealing with Many Medicines 

 I have about a dozen prescription meds to take. I keep the vials in a shoe box-like container. I 

may write additional directions on the labels. Each morning when I have the container in front of 

me, I take out all the vials, line them up, and one by one take my medicines. If I am interrupted 

by a phone call or other distraction, the vials of the meds I have not are still out of the box. Of 

course I could use the weekly pill boxes with labeled compartments but I prefer looking at each 

label. Also, in case of an emergency, EMTs may take whole box to the hospital, I find I do not 

need to worry when the prescription pills come in another shape or color  I have the reassuring 

label on the vial. 

  

Changing Recognition of the  Plasticity 

Back when I had my head injury, the doctors told me that in a year we would know what was 

broken and a second year would reveal what was fixable.  Fortunately I never accepted that limit. 

 

Diann Roffe, Olympic Super G Gold medalist, once told me that most world class skiers have had 

injury and rehabilitation in their past. After the discipline of that they get really good.  I am now 

80 plus years old and I no longer ski downhill, limiting myself to a rather shuffling, flat-land  

cross country skiing. But look out world, I am not finished asking my own brain to help me. 

 

I was fortunate that I was familiar with Japanese Zen artists who painted elegant roosters after 

meditating, long after observing the actual bird.  Alan Watts and D.T. Suzuki had brought 

meditation to the USA during my youth.  Using my brain to banish dysosmia probably saved my 

life. My husband had been warned to watch me closely because people plagued with the horror 

that is dysosmia sometimes committed suicide. I was also fortunate to be able to join a group 

visiting traditional hospitals in China. Far Easterners are much more familiar with the idea of 

using the brain to change itself. (I surveyed various meditation techniques around the world and 



produced a small book called Island Meditation which was used quite successfully when I taught 

meditation in Adult Education here on Deer Isle. See my web site www.marniereedcrowell.com 

for the free PDF.) 

 

Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio describes the importance of the personal envelope of emotions 

in which we each wrap our reactions. Everyone has an individual history of these. I used to refer 

to my awareness of this as 'consulting Dr. Brain', metaphor for the ideas I developed in the many 

neurologist interviews I sat through. Beyond what fancy imaging machines and tests could 

determine, my own brain had to be consulted.  I am assured by brain-injured patients of today 

that that is still the case.  

 

We all have our limits. You may be blessed with good health but still find the weight of the world 

gets you down. May you find some helpful ideas here and fashion them according to what your 

own Dr Brain prescribes. Look out world; here you come! 

 

 

 

http://www.marniereedcrowell.com/


 
 

 


