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[image: A flowing stream meanders through a landscape with patches of vegetation and rocks. The scene depicts a natural setting with hills in the background.]







Land Acknowledgement
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[image: An illustration of a tree trunk with peeling bark and branches. The background features a soft wash, enhancing the focus on the trunk’s texture and details.]








[image: A pencil case filled with various pens and markers stands next to a small jar.]


[image: An illustration of a leaf with visible veins and jagged edges, showing details of its structure and texture.]


[image: An illustration of a feather with a long shaft and pointed tip, featuring distinct barbs along the edges. The feather is oriented horizontally.]


[image: An illustration of a jawbone with several teeth visible along the upper edge, showcasing its anatomical structure and features.]


[image: An illustration of a seashell with a spiral shape and ridged surface, featuring an open side revealing the inner structure.]


[image: An illustration of a flower with six petals and a central cluster of stamens, accompanied by a green leaf, set against a textured background.]


[image: An illustration of a flowering plant with a tall spike of blossoms and broad, palmate leaves at the base.]


[image: An illustration of a moth resting on a flower, showcasing detailed wing patterns and body structure. The background features green foliage and a bright flower center.]


[image: An illustration of a squirrel holding a nut, sitting on its hind legs. The squirrel has a bushy tail and is surrounded by scattered food items on the ground.]


[image: An illustration of a tall tree with a sloped trunk and branches extending outward. The background features a gradient of soft shapes suggesting clouds.]


[image: An illustration of scarlet cup fungi, featuring multiple cup-shaped structures and some gray elements. The date is noted at the bottom.]








[image: An illustration of various plants and fungi, including scarlet cup fungi, bluebell leaf, calypso orchid, white violet, and raspberry leaf, with annotations detailing observations and characteristics.]







Introduction

Sunset at Donoho Basin


[image: An illustration of a mushroom with a rounded cap and a slender stem. The cap has a slight indentation and the stem is thicker at the base.]

AFTER HIKING ALL AFTERNOON, I got to where I intended to camp. The sun was going down at 11 pm on this Alaskan July evening. The landscape where I live is often so overwhelming that it breaks me apart to take it in. I had hiked across blue ice and rocky moraine to get to a nunatak (an island of land surrounded by glaciers) to sit on the shore of a turquoise alpine lake and look out at the purple and pink shining white peaks illuminated by the descending sun. It was late and I was tired, but I pulled out my sketchbook to savor the moment. I sketched with immediacy, making broad strokes with a brush pen and then filling the shapes with dabs of color from my tiny palette, emphasizing the mauve and violet hues. I noticed the light change, emphasizing different shapes on the icefalls. I heard rocks fall as the glaciers moved, and birds sang about this time of summer, which is fleeting for all of us. I relished how the stillness of my relatively quiet sketching helped me arrive at this place.

While sipping my coffee the following day, I sketched a similar view on a larger paper spread. This practice was slower. I created contour lines thoughtfully with my pencil, not so much worrying about every piece of the mountain being in the right place but feeling the peak, creating a small meditation and prayer as my hand moved, fusing the mountain into a part of myself as I drew. I went over the pencil with pen, repeating this practice and my prayer. Then I carefully added some watercolors to remember the blue of the sky on that sunny morning, the dusty green of the willow leaves moving in the midsummer breeze, the neon colors of the sedges at the edge of the water, and the many shades of pink, brown, and violet-gray of the moraine. My favorite part was trying to capture how the glaciers shine under the sun in the summer with a few carefully placed movements of Cobalt Teal Blue.


[image: A sketchbook displaying a landscape An illustration of mountains and a river, accompanied by a watercolor palette. A hand is holding the sketchbook, with a napkin nearby.]


[image: An illustration of a mountainous landscape with snow-capped peaks, a glacier, and a river flowing through a green valley. Notes on plants and orchids are visible at the bottom.]
Two approaches to sketching the same landscape at different times of the day: a quick gesture sketch at sunset (top) and a slower, meditative approach the next day (bottom).

These sketches were different experiences with different results and embodied responses to a place and time. They each required sustained attention, and because of that, I can recall that time three years later. This is the same way I remember walking my regular trail near my cabin, making small discoveries to capture in my sketchbook. Day after day, that attention has led me to learn the patterns of my neighbors: what the squirrel is eating in January, how the glacier river channel moves, how to recognize dormant plants, and that mosquitos carry pollen. I’ve created a record to reference yearly to remember how the river froze last November or when the snow buntings stopped by on their spring migration.

Sketching has also helped me remember the places I travel. I remember sitting on a wall sketching ancient temples in Cambodia while listening to the conversations of the people around me. I studied the different layers of rock in the Grand Canyon with pen and watercolor while floating down a calm section of the Colorado River perched on the bow of a raft. I asked questions about an orange tree in midtown Tucson after noticing that every time an orange fell, even if it wasn’t ripe, some opportunist was ready to drill a small hole and suck out the nutrients from the inside of the fruit. I wandered through the Northern Hardwood Forest in Vermont and recorded the distinct rectangular holes of the Pileated Woodpecker, with accompanying piles of woodchips below.

Two artists I admire have quotes about drawing, attention, and love:

“Love is sustained compassionate attention.”—John Muir

“Drawing is looking and looking is love.”—Wendy MacNaughton

This book is an opening, an invitation to fall in love with the world around you—and find that that world includes you.







[image: Chapter 1]

Why Field Sketching?


Instructions for living a life.

Pay attention.

Be astonished.

Tell about it.

—MARY OLIVER


Sketching combines art, place, and nature.

Developing a sketching practice helps us slow down and be present in the places we inhabit by establishing attention and focus. We often think about what is next or ruminate on past events. It is powerful to cultivate a practice in the present. Sketching can be a tool for grounding, reflection, and noticing at a slower pace.

Sketching creates a record of observations and questions about the natural world. It can challenge us to look at nature and make new discoveries. Sketching helps create a natural history record that can be referenced over time. It can help us develop a practice for curiosity and get better at asking questions.








[image: A person sits by a stream in a natural landscape with mountains in the background and trees surrounding the area.]
Sketching Fireweed Mountain in the evening light








[image: A person stands near a glacial lake surrounded by mountains and rocky terrain. The water reflects the landscape, with snow-capped peaks in the background.]
The lake at the toe of the Kennicott Glacier on Ahtna land near McCarthy, AK

You can develop your style and voice as an artist by creating a regular practice and paying attention to what you enjoy. If you feel so inclined, you can share your sketching with others and be a part of a community of people interested in nature, art, and journaling.

LOCATION

I am located in rural Alaska, where I live in an off-the-grid cabin on the Nizina River, Atna Nenn’, which is part of the largest national park in the United States, Wrangell–St. Elias. The landscape outside my door is stunning, dynamic, and breathtaking. I appreciate this every day, yet I am often drawn to the tiny details of the world that might be found anywhere. I am excited to share this special place with you through the photo references and projects. I tried to pick reference photos that will help you travel to Alaska but which will also feel familiar, as if they might have been taken right outside your door.

I want to encourage you to sketch where you are and to fall in love with the world around you. I’ve lived in cities and know that they have vibrant nature in their parks, their skies, the cracks in their pavement, and their people. The internet is an excellent resource for traveling and experiencing nature from your chair. So, whether it is out your window, on your screen, on your neighborhood walk, or at a UNESCO World Heritage Site, sketch and draw inspiration from what is around you.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is instructional, with step-by-step projects, but I hope you can work through it as a guided, moving meditation ritual. Sketching involves attention and focus that help us ground in the present and connect with nature to feel peaceful and relaxed. Like mediation, sketching can take hours and years of exercise and still may not be mastered, but an imperfect practice is worthwhile and makes us better humans. I’ve been working on sketching and drawing for over thirty years and as my primary vocation for more than ten years, and I am still getting better at it every day and learning new things all the time. I hope you use my process as a set of guidelines but not as a means of comparison. Be kind to yourself and celebrate that you are on your unique art journey.

START IN THE BEGINNING

After discussing the materials, the first chapters (chapters 3 through 7) build on each other progressively, beginning with line drawing, working with shading, adding watercolor, and working in mixed media. The second part of the book (chapters 8 through 11) dives deeper into specific subjects, such as sketching animals, landscapes, and different seasons. The last chapter discusses some ways to use the skills you have gained outside.

Even though the skills build progressively, you can skip projects and move around. You can go back to some of the earlier reference photos and try other techniques with them, for example, using watercolor for some of the subjects in chapters 3 and 4. If you feel stuck or overwhelmed, move on to another project.

PROCESS, PERFECTIONISM, CURIOSITY, AND PRACTICE

In my practice of making art and sketching, I alternate between being a creator and an editor, but I try not to do both at once.

I open my sketchbook when I see something intriguing or beautiful or something I want to spend some time on. Next, I make a series of initial decisions about what I want to capture, why, and roughly how I will do it. Am I interested in the patterns of a specific leaf? Am I sketching a flower to represent and better understand that species in general or that particular individual? Am I grounding in the landscape, or do I want to capture how the wind is blowing through the trees? Each of these intentions would yield a different process and a different result. Having gone through that thought process, I can focus on the intuitive practice of making art.

When I finish my sketch, I’ll look down at my creation and find that it differs from what I imagined or expected. It is the human imperfections in this process that make art enjoyable. We interpret the world around us, deciding what textures, colors, and details are essential and what we can physically create with our bodies and materials.

I will transition from focusing on creating to thinking like an editor for a bit; I will make a change or two and then close my book, put it away, and revisit it with a different mindset, maybe at



[image: A nature journal page featuring sketches and notes about Dryas drummondii, including plant descriptions and observations. The page includes weather details and a landscape drawing.]
Sketchbook page of Dryas drummondii surrounded by that plant gone to seed

ADDING NOTES TO YOUR SKETCHES—SKETCHING AND NATURE JOURNALING




[image: A hand holds an open sketchbook displaying illustrations of leaves and a landscape with mountains and a river. Text notes accompany the drawings, detailing observations.]
Sketchbook page from Marion Creek in the Brooks Range: study of a willow leaf up close and the faraway landscape

WORKING FROM PHOTOS


NOTE ABOUT MY INITIAL DRAWINGS


DEVELOPING YOUR STYLE AND VISUAL VOCABULARY



Reflection
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