Overcoming the Fear to Draw in Journals  

Why draw?

Many of us would agree that in order to develop truly original ideas and insights in science, one must “see” things “outside of their normal context”.   The first step in the scientific process is observation of the natural world.   Artists and naturalists follow remarkably similar paths in the way they must learn to see the world. Compare the two quotes below, first by one who teachers art, the other by a one who teaches nature observation.

On drawing:  “Drawing is not very difficult.  Seeing is the problem, or, to be more specific, shifting to a particular way of seeing…to see things in a different way…“The reason for … misperception … derives from our past knowledge and experience…”

-Betty Edwards, author of Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain
On nature observation: “To a newborn baby or a newly sighted person, everything in the field of vision has equal meaning – that is, none at all.  Until we tag names and values onto specific objects, we see everything purely...  Everything is seen as a marvelous collage.  Once we begin to define our places in the world, it is almost impossible to go back to seeing purely.  But we can relive this fresh vision if we calm our minds and allow the veneer of society to dissolve.  See the world as it really is – without values, judgments, or preconceptions.”

“The key is to force the eyes to look at new things, and to see familiar objects as though looking at then for the first time”

-Tom Brown, Jr.,  Nature writer and tracker
More specifically, drawing is extremely useful even if we have no artistic ability.  Drawing enhances observation and retention.  To draw requires attention to both detail and overall composition.  The tactile act of transferring this to paper forces us to use different sets of neural pathways that enhance the learning experience (kinesthetic learning).   Drawing an organism or landscape re-enforces a memory far better than does snapping a photograph.  In addition, drawing captures large amounts of information (the old cliché ‘ a picture is worth a thousand words’).   An example might be a simple sketch of topography that might otherwise be difficult to describe in few words.  A quick sketch of key morphological characteristics of an unidentified organism is often useful upon return to the lab where more reference materials and keys are available, particularly if the organism is not collected or if key characteristics are lost in preservation.

 “I have learned that what I have not drawn, I have never really seen, and that when I start drawing an ordinary thing, I realize how extraordinary it is…’

-Frederick Franck, The Zen of Seeing
Instruction for Drawing Activity

“Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain” 
Seeing “the world as it really is – without values, judgments, or preconceptions.”

1) Examine the drawing of the Upside-Down image below.  Do not turn this page upside down yet!  Relax.  Take a minute to look at this image.

2) Use a pencil and sketch the outside perimeter (contour line) of the object and then start to add other details if you have time… 

3) Now turn the paper right side up and compare the two drawings.  You are an artist!
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 Ideas for Drawing in Journals
At the very least, you will need in the field a pencil and easer (mechanical pencils eliminate the need for a sharpener).  In addition, you may incorporate color using field watercolor kit or color pencils (colors can add important information).  

Drawings should be labeled as to what they are, their scale (e.g. 2x), and with relevant structures and other information. Write on only one side of the page to reduce smearing. 

Capturing information quickly

Because time is limited in the field and lab, you may wish to make partial field sketches then add detail later.  Quick notes in pencil on colors, textures and detail along side partial sketches will make this easier to add this information at another time.  However, often a quick sketch alone will suffice in conveying information. 

Because time is limited, sketches of parts of organisms and quick outlines capture information efficiently.
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A scribbling stroke is also a useful technique for rapid sketches in the field.  The image on the right is enlarged from the ‘hawks in the tree’ drawing on a following page.  Note the pencil has rarely been lifted from the page in parts of the picture.  

Also note that the pencil was lifted when drawing finer branches, though in reality all branches on the tree are connected, it is not necessary (or even desirable) to do this in the drawing.
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Take advantage of lighter spaces and lack of clear edges.  Your mind spends a lot of effort in interpreting edges that in many cases your eyes do not see.  By leaving light space and subtle edges blank, time is saved in the sketch and often the sketch appears more “realistic”.  Avoid continuous lines.  You’ll be surprised.

Note on the leave drawing (left) that detail on veins is only drawn on part of one leaf, yet the drawing conveys the needed information.  Time was also saved because this drawing was made by laying the leaf on the paper and lightly tracing the outer margin. An ink pen was used later to add detail.

Some ideas on what to draw 

Drawings should not necessarily be of whole specimens or entire landscape.  For example, you might sketch:
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an outline of the organism

· an unusual or distinguishing part of an organism

· traces left behind such as tracts or nests

· stick figures representing a behavior

· a diagram of the sampling device 

· the habitat

· topography (e.g. the shapes of boulders, treelines, ridges, and mountain tops)

· a map of the study site (a carefully labeled map can tell a story)

· conceptual diagrams that are a composite of observations (e.g. a cross-section of the dune plant community).

· etc.

Be Creative.  Not all observations need to be immediately relevant to the study subjects (great ideas in science often arise from incidental observations). 

Maps are important both for future reference and because they can convey an experience or process.
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The organism itself often does not tell the whole story. Indirect traces of organisms abound in the field.  An organism’s place within its habitat should also be noted.
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Not everything one draws must be “as you see it”.   Observations can be synthesized in conceptual illustrations that summarize information.
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