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INTRODUCTION

Hola—welcome to my high desert studio!

I call sunny New Mexico home, but I haven’t always lived

here. I was born in New York, I spent most of my childhood

in Mexico, Brazil, and Argentina, and my teenage years in

Chile. I went back to Mexico in my early twenties to go to

college, and I met my wonderful husband, Manolo, there. We

now live in an adobe house in the land of enchantment with

our two sons and our adorable dog, Zorro.

The desolation and isolation of the high desert are infinite

sources of inspiration, and being able to experience these is

something that really moves me as an artist. I love the

barrenness of the desert. Especially here in Santa Fe, where

we are so high in altitude, the atmosphere is very different

and the light is quite special.

All the places I’ve called home have left their mark on my

creative life. I am always inspired by the culture, the colors,

and the diverse flora and fauna of the different regions that

I’ve been blessed to experience. My environment is

definitely a big influence in my work.

Both of my highly creative parents always encouraged

and nurtured my love of all arts and crafts. I knew early on

that this is what I would do in life. Art and crafts were

always my favorite subjects in school. I cannot think back to

a time when I wasn’t drawing or absolutely enthralled with

art materials. My mom says I could be entertained for hours

with a coloring book and a big box of crayons, spending a

lot of time studying all the different names of the colors. As I

got older, my interest in doing anything creative with my

hands grew.

When I sit down to draw, paint, start a collage, carve a

rubber block for a block print, or make pottery, it’s as

though all those little bits of each of the places I’ve called



home, tucked away and carried with me wherever I’ve gone

—bits of who I am and where I’ve been—are clustered

around me on my worktable, influencing what I put down on

paper.

My inspiration mainly comes from nature. That’s what

inspires me the most: being in nature, being able to closely

observe all the life forms, especially plants and birds. I focus

a lot on birds because they represent freedom to me.

Butterflies and moths look like flying flowers to me, and I

really enjoy incorporating them into my work, also. I guess I

have a thing for winged creatures and the concept of flying.







Paper feathers I made for a collage











My dad was an avid amateur photographer and gave me

my first real camera when I was fourteen. It quickly became

another medium, another way of expressing myself and

focusing on the way I saw things. Taking pictures helped me

to hone in on something beautiful and capture it in time.

Photography is every bit as important to me as painting,

and, in fact, it preceded painting as a love in my life.

Nature photography reminds me to look, and look closer,

and then even closer. The more I do that, the more the birds

and flowers I love can live on their own in my imagination

and become part of my visual vocabulary. I like to think I’m

collecting images when I take photos.

My paintings are my interpretations of nature. I’ve never

tried to do photographically accurate paintings.

Nonetheless, the things I’ve looked at through my lens all

my life are on my worktable, right along with my colorful

memories of places and travels when I set out to paint.



New Mexico has so much of what I love. My favorite color

is blue in all its shades. Turquoise is prominent everywhere

here—on doors, painted furniture, the natural turquoise

stones found in the nearby mines of Cerrillos and Madrid,

and bright mountain bluebirds flying all around and

contrasting with the bright red of the chile ristras that are

used to decorate the outsides of houses and buildings.

So this is my field guide to the way that I work, and to the

birds and flowers that appear in my work and are my

inspiration. I invite you to join me on my travels outdoors in

nature, and then back indoors to my studio, and wherever

imagination leads us from there.

Come play with me,







BIRDS AND ME

People ask me all the time how I got started drawing birds. I

think it was about the same time that I discovered

watercolors. I was twenty-five and had finished art school,

and I took a few months to live by the beach in Mexico.

That’s when I started painting in watercolor, and that’s

when I started noticing—really noticing—birds. And then

they took over! When you’re not going to school or working

full-time, you can spend more time appreciating nature, and

I did just that.

Mexico has wonderful birds: brilliant red flycatchers, blue

Steller’s jays, little songbirds that look like they rolled

around in a pan of watercolors, parrots, lots of different

hummingbirds and owls. It’s easy to become obsessed with

watching their activities and nest building and listening to

them singing and talking. The little ones particularly. I love

sparrows. They’re so small but they’re out there being who

they are in the world.

At the same time, when I started drawing and painting

birds, I discovered that it wasn’t so easy. Bird forms seem

simple, but I really had to work hard at figuring out how to

get all the parts to be harmonious—how to position the legs

to look natural when they stood, or perched, or took off, and

how to pose their heads in familiar positions. And don’t get

me started on the wings! It took a lot of practice before I

understood wings and feathers enough to be comfortable

drawing them and finally to return them to “simple” forms

on a piece of paper.



Geninne (age two) with her yellow canary





My family and I have lived near the ocean, we’ve lived

surrounded by forest in the mountains in Mexico, and

currently we live by the desert in New Mexico. Each

environment has its own birds to watch and flowers and

trees to discover, and they are constant inspirations for me.

I photograph them every day.

I discovered that once you get comfortable drawing birds,

you’re not restricted by anything. You can decorate their

surfaces, you can choose whatever colors you want, you can

put knitted hats on them, and you can perch them on top of

postcards. They let me express who I am. Maybe that’s the

essential thing.







SETTING UP

THE STUDIO
I have a spacious studio that my husband, Manolo, designed

especially for me, so it has amazing natural light and

panoramic views from all the windows. My desk is next to a

very deep window where I keep all my basic art supplies,

and the biggest windowsill in the studio holds my growing

collection of cactus and succulents. One of the walls has

floor-to-ceiling shelves where I keep all my art and design

books, little curiosities that I love to collect on my walks

with my dog, Zorro, and precious gifts from friends and

family.

It’s great for me now, but I haven’t always had the perfect

studio space to work in and that never stopped me from

making art.

When my sons were little, making time and space for

painting was tricky, so I worked on things like embroidery or

knitting, which I could do in a corner of the sofa when they

were sleeping. When the boys got a little older, we painted

together in the same space. They used the same art

materials that I was using. We inspired each other.

Now, of course, my kids are grown, and I have my studio

space to myself, but what I’m saying is, you can always

make it work for you.

I also like to take my art supplies and paint outside

sometimes to change it up. It’s always good to make a

change in your environment, because this can jump-start

your creativity. Sometimes, I just take my watercolors to a

remote location. I have a little fold-up table that I like to use,

and I take along a folding chair, too—so I have an instant

outdoor studio anywhere I want. All I need is some water,



my brushes, my watercolor pans, and paper, and I’m ready

to go, weather permitting.

WAYS OF WORKING
I feel my most creative when I clear my work surfaces and

sit down to a clean table. Once I get going on a project, I

enjoy the chaos, but if I try to start something new with

piles of clutter around me, it’s too confining. I need to clear

it so that I can clear my thoughts and let the ideas and color

flow in.

Another thing that’s essential to me in the studio is an

inspiration board. I have a couple of them—inexpensive

magnetic boards that I covered with fabric and hung on the

wall. What’s on them always changes, but it’s always things

that I like to look at—postcards from friends, pages from

magazines, color swatches, photographs, drawings that

people give me. All these things help to give me ideas, sure,



but, more than that, I think they just make me happy. They

make the studio a happy place for me to be and, as a result,

I work well there.

I can always find inspiration, and I can always find

something that I want to do. If I’m not feeling inspired to

paint in watercolor, I just move over to another medium. I’ll

take some pictures, I’ll do some leatherwork, which I love, or

I’ll throw something on the pottery wheel. I think that

jumping from medium to medium ensures that I’m never



bored or uninspired. It stimulates me. It’s good to have

more than one means of expression, because you can burn

out too easily from focusing on just one.

Music is also very important in my studio. It puts me in

the mood to create. My tastes are very eclectic and vary

constantly, but the melody and the beat always get me

going. Listening to music also helps me concentrate and

block out every external distraction. And even though I’m in

my own studio, I like to put on my earphones: They help me

concentrate even more deeply, and it’s reassuring to know

my music isn’t bothering anybody else in the house.











TOOLS AND MATERIALS
When I moved to New Mexico, I was a little overwhelmed by

the enormous variety of art supplies available in shops in

the United States. As a naturally curious person, I wanted to

try everything—I really, really love art supplies! But there’s

also something to be said for limitations. There was less

choice for art students when I was in school in Chile, yet it

simply made us be more creative with what we did have. I’ll

tell you what some of my favorite supplies are—but you’ll

know when you find the ones that are right for you.

DRAWING

I collect pretty ceramic cups to hold all my pencils and

brushes. They complement my studio and give me easy

access to the tools that I use the most on my desk.

For drawing, I usually use a hard-lead pencil: 2H to 8H.

The hardness of the lead makes for a very subtle, light line

that I can cover up with my watercolors afterward. If I’m

sketching, I like to use a much softer pencil, usually an HB. I

like the lead to be soft in that case because it’s much easier

to erase. Usually, when I’m drawing something for the first

time, I make a lot of changes to it.

There are pencil sets that come in a full range from hard

to soft. If you’re just starting out, I recommend that you buy

one of those sets, try all the pencils, and choose the ones

that are most comfortable for you.



PAINTING

I use watercolors as well as acrylic inks for my paintings. My

favorite watercolors are Schmincke Horadam Aquarell. When

I run out of one of the half pans of color that I use a lot, I

simply I buy a tube of that color, refill the pan, and let it dry

a little bit before I use it. The acrylic inks that I use are by

Daler-Rowney FW. They come in all colors and they are easy

to use because they’re liquid. I like to use those with a very

fine brush to do detailing, since the color is very opaque.



BRUSHES

When first I started painting watercolors, I bought the most

inexpensive brushes that I could get away with. Brushes are

available with bristles made of nylon or polyester, which

hold their shape well and are easy to clean. Natural fiber

brushes hold a lot more water, but they are harder to

maintain. So this is a personal preference. Try them all and

choose your personal favorites depending on your style of

work.

I like to work with small, round, very pointy brushes to do

all my detail work and bigger ones with more rounded tips

for filling larger areas with watercolor.



PAPER

I love using handmade paper because it has so much

character. Handmade paper sheets often have beautiful

deckled edges that give your work the charm of an old map

or scroll. I usually select a hot-pressed, smooth surface

paper because it gives my work a sharper result. My work is



very detailed, and it’s much easier to control watercolor and

the detail on a smooth surface. I mostly use 100 percent

cotton paper, which receives the watercolor well and

doesn’t warp badly from the moisture.

Another favorite surface of mine is Aquabord, which I

discovered a few years ago. Aquabord is a wood panel

coated with a thin layer of clay that absorbs watercolor just

like paper. I like the fact that it comes in cradled panels that

do not need to be framed: You can paint on it and then

immediately hang it on the wall.

COLLAGE

My mom and dad loved antiques when I was growing up, so

we spent a lot of time going to flea markets. I was always

drawn to old papers and letters and the beautiful

penmanship of earlier days. I’ve been collecting vintage

ephemera for a very long time, and I have several boxes full

of old postcards, letters, envelopes, stamps, and just little

bits of printed paper, in general. There is something special

about old paper. It preserves a time in history and the

passing of time and it makes the paper more meaningful

and valuable. It’s also an inexpensive means of collecting

antiques that you can pursue in any flea market,

secondhand store, or antique shop. Dealers will often have

several boxes filled with old papers, postcards, photos,

ledgers, and old stamps.











PHOTOGRAPHING NATURE

As much as I love to paint, I can spend long periods of time

without grabbing a brush. However, I cannot go a day

without taking a picture. I rely on photography a lot—it

helps me observe nature and focus on details that inevitably

find their way into my paintings and collage. I often wish I

could do photography by just blinking my eyes. I’m

constantly shooting photos with my mind when I can’t pick

up the camera fast enough before the opportunity vanishes.

Maybe in a not-so-distant future we’ll have intelligent

contact lenses that act as cameras—like in sci-fi movies. I’ll

use them!

When I was in college I took a few photography classes,

but I’ve never been technical about my approach to taking

pictures. For me, choosing and framing the subject has

always been an intuitive thing. My digital single-lens reflex

(DSLR) camera is usually set on automatic mode so I can

just point and shoot.







FIRST PHOTOS
My father was the one who got me started with a camera.

He had a great love for photography, and he traveled a lot

when I was growing up. It was always fun to see photos of

the places he’d visited when he returned from his business

trips around the world. He loved architecture and frequently

took photos of buildings and landmarks. He encouraged me

to be a keen observer and gave me my first “good” camera

when I was fourteen—I’ve owned a camera ever since. I was

already compulsively taking photos when I was a teenager

and living on the coast of Chile. The ocean was my first

favorite subject, along with pebbles, seashells, and lots of

sunsets.

WHICH LENS AND SETTING?



When I’m in my studio, I keep my camera on my desk with

the zoom lens in place in case I see something just outside

my window—such as bunnies, hares, and all the birds that

we have here by the desert. A zoom lens is extremely

helpful for photographing wildlife. Animals, insects, and

birds don’t like getting close to us, so a zoom lets us get

close to them.

When I set out to photograph birds, I usually do so with

the camera set on sports mode to increase the shutter

speed. This allows me catch birds in action in each frame

without any blur. Birds are not too cooperative about posing.

They’re always moving, and sports mode increases my

chance of getting a good picture.

On the other hand, flowers and plants are very

cooperative about posing. They just sit still and look pretty.

So when close-ups of flowers are my goal, I use a 55-

millimeter lens to get the detail I want.



PHONE SHOTS
I also take a lot of photos with my phone, as I have it on me

all the time. The cameras in phones are constantly



improving, to the point where you can now use them for

taking very good high-resolution photos.

I tend to take multiple shots of the same scene so that I

can pick the best one from the bunch. I find this particularly

helpful when shooting with my phone.

Here’s something else you might find helpful. My son

Daniel taught me how to take macro shots with my iPhone,

and I use this technique all the time. I always carry a Swiss

Army knife that has a small magnifying glass, but any

magnifying glass will do. Just place the magnifying glass flat

on your camera you’ll be able to get awesome close-ups

with great detail. For me, this is especially useful when I’m

shooting flowers, plants, and insects.



WHEN TO SHOOT
My advice for getting the best nature photos is to shoot

early in the morning or before sunset, when the Sun is low

in the horizon and gives a soft glow instead of harsh

shadows. The midday Sun casts a hard, overhead brightness

that can wash out the colors in photos.

Also, pay extra attention to making sure your subjects are

in focus. It is so frustrating when you think you got a great

shot and later see that it’s blurred.

I encourage you to pick up your trusty camera or grab

your smartphone and go outside. Notice the small but very

beautiful things that surround you. Even in the most

populated concrete jungles, there are parks and small

gardens full of wonders waiting for their close-ups. Start

documenting nature and soon you will have an arsenal of

photos that will inspire you to paint and draw.



WATERCOLOR
There is a childlike joy in using watercolors to paint. The colors can be
vibrant and translucent, lending themselves perfectly to depicting
feathered friends.

With just a few basic colors, you can create hundreds of different hues,
variations, and gradients to depict the structures and nuances of
feathers. Just add a few details with opaque white acrylic ink and you’ll
have yourself a birdie with lots of personality that pops off the page.

I hope that you’ll be inspired by these pieces I created, based on my
own photos, to experiment with this beautiful medium.





VERMILION FLYCATCHER

When we lived in Queretaro, Mexico, a tiny red bird, a

vermilion flycatcher, caught my eye as soon as we moved

in. It was winter and some of the trees had lost their leaves

and this bright red little ball looked just like a Christmas

ornament. I couldn’t believe my eyes, he was so gorgeous. I

kept my camera on me all the time so that I would always

be ready to steal a shot of him. To date, he has been one of

my favorite subjects to photograph and paint. I decided to

immortalize him perched on my favorite cactus, the prickly

pear, also known as the paddle cactus. I chose a beautiful

handmade watercolor sheet with deckled edges in a portrait

format.







1 Start by drawing the bird on the cactus with a pencil—just a general outline. We’ll come back with
white acrylic ink to do all the details later.



2 I filled in the larger areas of color first, in this case the paddles on the cactus. Then, I added a little
bit of contrasting pink on the edges.



3 Next, I moved on to the little prickly fruits. I like to use several different colors and create very
subtle washes. This adds more interest than just painting a single flat color.



4 Ready to color in the bird. Be sure to allow one area of color to dry completely before adding color
to the area next to it, so that they don’t bleed into each other.



5 Time to paint the night sky with a dark indigo blue.



6 The next step is my favorite and the one that brings everything to life—the details! This is where I
went in with white acrylic ink and a very fine liner brush to add the spines of the cactus, the feathers of
the bird, and some sparkle on the eye. As a final touch, I also interspersed stars in the night sky.



OASIS

You don’t always have to go outside for inspiration. In this

case, I was inspired by my indoor collection of cactus and

succulents that I keep on the windowsill of my studio.

I love the different shapes and sizes of my little gang of

weird plants. I only seem to have a green thumb when it

comes to cactus and succulents—they’re the only types of

plants that I manage to keep alive.

I wanted to paint a beautiful jade plant that was a gift

from my husband, Manolo, a gorgeous echeveria; a dark,

almost black aeonium; and a pencil cactus—and, of course, I

had to add some birdies to the mix.

This was a larger piece than I’m used to, and I used a

thick sheet of Arches watercolor paper in a square format.







1 As always, I started with a sketch. Potted plants are endlessly patient models. I placed each of them
on my desk for close observation while I worked with my watercolors.





2 After deciding to leave the background white, I began to paint the cactus in layers of blues, aquas,
greens, and purples.

3 I added some red to my birds to make them pop against the cool blues and greens of the plants.



4 Once I had finished with the watercolor, and it was completely dry, I added details to the birds and
the greenery with white acrylic ink.



NOTES ON WATERCOLOR

I studied graphic design in Mexico, where my studies

covered a lot of different art mediums and techniques—

screen printing, markers, and airbrushing, for example—but

not watercolor. It was years after I’d graduated college when

I discovered watercolors while searching for techniques to

use in art journaling. My first watercolor set came in tube

form with a basic color palette. Even though I didn’t have

many colors to choose from, I could create many different

ones by combining the ones I had. Because I never studied

watercolors in an academic setting, I had the freedom to

develop a style of my own.

I fell in love with the medium because it was, in a sense,

instant, and it allowed me to create fluent gradients of color.

This was something that I had been trying to achieve with

colored pencils, but those lacked the transparency of

watercolors. I also loved that watercolor was such a portable

medium: all I needed was my palette, brushes, and paper.

Here are a few notes about my materials.



PAINTS

I’ve tried many different brands of watercolors. I used

Cotman, from Winsor & Newton, for many years. But when I

discovered the intensity, saturation, and variety of colors of

Schmincke Horadam, they became my favorites. I also like

that they sell their watercolors in pans, half pans, and tubes,

which makes it easy to replace colors on my palette.



BRUSHES

As far as brushes are concerned, after my initial

experiments, price has rarely been a deciding factor in my

choices. A cheap brush might easily outperform an

expensive one. Instead, I consider shape and material—I



look for round, synthetic bristles that hold a good amount of

watercolor, are flexible, and have a sharp point. I’ve only

recently tried natural bristle brushes, but they don’t suit my

style as well as synthetic ones. It’s difficult to convey why,

but I feel as though synthetics have more body to them.

Natural bristles are conducive to a looser style, whereas I

tend more toward precision, for which firmness is important.

I use a larger brush to fill in the larger areas, and as I get

more detailed, the brushes I use get thinner and thinner. All

my detail work at the end stage is done with a very fine,

round brush called a liner.

PALETTES

I use palettes with hinged lids to keep dust and hairs away

from the pans—an absolute necessity when I work outdoors.



For mixing colors, I like to use ceramic palettes. Most of the

time, I simply grab a white ceramic plate from my kitchen

cupboard and wash it when I’m done.

PAPER

My favorite paper is handmade watercolor paper. It’s

important to me that it be handmade, because it isn’t

precisely uniform, particularly sheets that have deckled

edges. I tend to use heavier paper, to reduce warping when

I’m using watercolor—300 g cotton paper, to be exact.

PENCIL

When I paint, I usually sketch first with a hard pencil, so that

the sketch remains faint and fades under the watercolors.

The sketch is simply a guide, and very general—I avoid

details in this stage. After I have my sketch down, I start

with the background and work progressively inward, always

careful to wait for one layer to dry before I begin the next

one, so that the colors do not bleed. The details I always

add at the last stage.



INK

Black ink or acrylic is commonly used for adding details to

paintings, but many years ago I discovered that white

acrylic ink really makes the details stand out. White ink

makes the details in feathers pop, and it gives a bird’s

beady eyes a certain attractive glimmer.







DANDELION

I took the photos I used as inspiration for this watercolor

here in New Mexico. The dandelions were growing by the

sidewalk in downtown Taos, a lovely town an hour north of

where I live. I loved the color of the weathered wood fence

in the background in contrast with the fluffy white of the

dandelion heads.

The bird I used as reference is a yellow-rumped warbler. I

took the photo using a zoom lens outside my studio. I love

the little spot of bright yellow.







1 I started by drawing directly on the watercolor paper with a hard-lead pencil.



2 I went for an aqua background, like the shade of the paint on the fence in the photo.



3 I love these aqua and green shades, together, so much. I did all the dandelion leaves in shades of
green.



4 For the dandelion stems, I chose maroon to contrast with the leaves.



5 I painted the yellow-rumped warbler in shades of indigo and gray and, of course, the bright yellow
spot on the rump!



6 I went back to finish the veins in the leaves, and the details in the petals of the yellow flower. As
always, my white acrylic ink came out last. I used it to paint the details of the dandelion heads and the
wings of the bird, to bring it to life.



THE SECRET

The critters I see the most around my home throughout the

year are hares and ravens, so I wanted to create a piece of

artwork with them together. I imagined them interacting,

being best buddies, with the raven telling the hare a big

secret. I used this photo of a hare I took last winter using

the zoom lens of my camera. It was looking straight at me,

even though I was far away.

I don’t have many photos of ravens because I find them

tricky to photograph, but I’ve spent many hours observing

them. They’re fascinating birds, and I love that they’re so

black that they have an electric blue sheen in their wings.







1 I used a 2-inch (5 cm) deep, 11 by 14-inch (28 by 35.5 cm) Aquabord panel for this one. I love that
you can hang this kind of panel on the wall without having to frame it.



2 I started by drawing my scene of the hare and the raven with just an outline—no details. I painted
the raven first using deep indigo and black.



3 I wanted to use a sparse color palette and settled for blues, turquoises, and black as the main colors.
I did the background in dark blue with a full Moon and used gradient shades of turquoise to color my
hare.



4 I painted the ground a dark black, so I could paint different desert plants in turquoise and white that
would contrast and almost glow against the dark background.



5 I often paint landscapes in the bodies of my animals—a world within them. I painted a conspiracy of
ravens flying in the desert inside my hare with my favorite prickly pear cactus.



6 At the end, I finished all the details in white acrylic ink.



MOUNTAIN BLUEBIRDS

As soon as the weather cools in the fall, mountain bluebirds

start to arrive. They like to spend the summer months at a

higher elevation on the mountains surrounding this area.

Manolo and I hike every day in a nature reserve that’s close

to home, and we rejoice when we see these blue jewels

flying around us again every autumn. They stay here all

through the winter.







1 It fascinates me how male birds are usually more colorful and fancier than their female
counterparts. The female mountain bluebird is a pale gray with a bit of cobalt blue on the wings. I
wanted to paint a pair of these gorgeous birds and decided to use two 8 by 8-inch (20.5 by 20.5 cm)
Aquabord panels.

2 I painted the male bluebird first. As always, I started by filling in the large areas. I used watercolors
and a medium-size, synthetic, round brush. Then, I painted the eyes and beak. I followed the same steps
with the female bluebird.



3 To create contrast, I used a darker blue-gray background for the lady bird and a light turquoise for
the male.





4 I used acrylic inks to cover the birds in a camouflage of colorful little dashes to mimic the beautiful
iridescence of their plumage.



5 I painted them a garden with white acrylic ink.



6 Finally, I added a triangle web in hot pink and deep orange to represent their connection, as if
they’re thinking about each other.



7 When I hung up the painting, the bluebirds looked to me like they miss each other. I want to title
the watercolor Thinking of You.







COLLAGE
Old postcards for birdies to perch on, beautiful postage stamps with birds
from all over the globe, interesting ledger pages filled with handwritten
lists in beautiful penmanship—these are the things I look for in flea
markets. I love the idea of ephemera living together with my art, and
uniting the old and the new with a little bit of glue!

I don’t use only old paper. I’ve been known to cut up discarded
watercolors that I want to recycle or photos of textures that I capture
during my walks in town. Everything printed on paper is fair game when
it comes to collage.





CHILEAN PELICAN ON THE ROCKS

On one of my trips to Chile to visit my mom and brother, we

went to eat at one of my favorite spots in the coastal town

of Zapallar. I love it because you sit right by the water

where the Pacific Ocean crashes onto the rocks below. There

was a very handsome squadron of pelicans chilling on the

rocks on this visit. I was able to observe them for quite a

while and take several good photographs of them.

The image of those pelicans stayed with me when I

returned home, and I decided to do a collage to keep as a

reminder of that lovely day by the seaside. To start, I found

an old map of Chile online that was public domain. I

downloaded it and printed it on watercolor paper.







1 I chose a pelican from one of my photos and drew him with a soft-lead pencil on a sheet of small-
grid graph paper.



2 Next, I cut out both wings from my printed map of Chile. After first making sure that I liked the
placement of the colors on them, I glued the wings in place using a little bit of PVA (polyvinyl acetate)
glue.



3 I add a bit of watercolor to my pencil drawing to create more contrast, but left it translucent so as
not to lose the details of my initial lines.



4 Once my pelican was finished, I cut him out using very fine and sharp scissors.





5 On a sheet of handmade watercolor paper, I made my pelican a nice marine home before gluing him
in place. I used a yellowed sheet of paper from an old book to make him a little mound to stand on, and
drew some details on it with a pencil. Then I used some of my hand-carved stamps to add foliage and
coral in the background.



BLACK-AND-WHITE WARBLER

It makes me sad when a bird collides with a window in our

house. Fortunately, when I went to check on this little guy, a

black-and-white warbler, he was okay—just a little stunned.

I took his picture up close to capture the beauty of his

feathers in detail, and thought I’d celebrate him in a collage.

I picked a photo of a blooming branch of a lime tree in our

garden as a reference for a perch for my bird, and I chose as

my base a beautiful handmade watercolor paper with

deckled edges that’s made in Canada by Papeterie Saint-

Armand.







1 First, I made a general sketch directly on the watercolor paper. I used a very soft lead pencil because
I wanted the lines to show through the watercolor in the end.



2 When I’m ready to paint, I start with a watercolor wash in the background.



3 Next, I focused on painting the bird: darker colors first, followed by details in white acrylic ink.



4 I started placing bits of vintage ephemera to accent the aqua of the background.



5 A little contrast can make a piece really pop. I love to add a bit of red when I’m using my usual blues
and turquoises. Look what happens!

6 As usual, I chose PVA glue to hold all the elements in place.



NOTES ON COLLAGE

I love hunting for old paper and ephemera at flea markets

and antique shops. I go straight for the bins filled with

postcards, ledgers, and notebooks. The yellow patina and

worn edges of paper when it ages really appeal to me, and I

like giving it new life in my pieces and combining it with

watercolors. It’s a nod to the past, and the bits and scraps

are what inspire me when I’m thinking of creating a new

piece of collage art.

ASSORTED EXTRAS

I also collect marbled paper, wallpaper, and any paper with

a pattern that I can incorporate into my work. Pressed

flowers and leaves are great additions to a collage piece, as

well, so if you go on a walk and pick up a pretty leaf that

caught your eye or a dainty flower, put it between the pages



of a thick book (between layers of waxed paper so you don’t

damage the pages of your book) and top it with several

other books to get heavy, even pressure for a couple of

days. When it’s nice and dry and perfectly flat, you can use

it in your collage.

FINE CUTS

A sharp and finely pointed pair of scissors is a must for

collage work. Old paper can be very fragile, and I’ve found

that scissors work better than a craft knife, which might

cause a tear if it isn’t razor sharp.

There will be pieces of vintage ephemera that you won’t

want to cut because they are too fragile or because you

can’t bear to destroy them. Then the best thing to do is to

scan the piece and then print it onto good-quality watercolor

paper so you’ll be able to keep the original intact. I do that

with many of the maps and postcards I use in my work.

SUBSTRATE

The base/support of your collage needs to be sturdy. Pick a

thick sheet of paper, a book board, or a piece of cardboard

with some heft to it. Glue will cause thin papers and

cardboard to warp.







GLUE

The glue I use for collage is called Lineco Neutral pH

Adhesive—it’s also used for bookbinding. It dries clear,

remains flexible, and doesn’t become brittle with age, so it’s

perfect for collage. Because it has a neutral pH, it’s acid-

free, and, like other PVA glues, it’s water soluble, so you can

thin it out with a little bit of water, if you like.

Apply the glue with a soft-bristle flat brush. To apply the

glue on a piece of ephemera, lay the piece flat on top of an

extra sheet of inexpensive paper and brush on the glue from

the center outward toward the edges. Make sure you apply

a thin, even coat, and work quickly before the glue dries.

COMPOSITION

Cut out your pieces and play around with the composition

before gluing them into place. If you intend to paint with

watercolor on a piece of paper ephemera, it’s best to scan it

and print it onto watercolor paper first. Some old papers will

fall apart if they’re wet, old ink can run, and postcard

surfaces often have a slight sheen that doesn’t absorb

watercolor.

Paper ephemera makes it so easy to add interest to your

art work. Have fun with it and you will be hooked forever!











SEAGULL

I took this photo of a friendly seagull during a visit to the

coast of San Diego and have wanted to do something with it

ever since. The shadow is great, and I love the colors in the

photo.



1 I printed the photo on watercolor paper on my inkjet printer and looked through my collection of
vintage envelopes to find two that would mimic the colors of the background of the photo.



2 When I found two envelopes that I liked—a blue one for the sky and a yellowed one for the ground—
I glued them together on a sheet of watercolor paper. Next, I cut out the bird with a pair of very sharp,
and sharply pointed, scissors, and glued it in place on top of the envelopes to re-create the original
photo.



3 Grabbing one of my Sakura Pigma Micron pens, I started playing around and giving the seagull some
fun details.



4 I used white acrylic ink to add lines to the feathers and to create more contrast. A little watercolor
re-created the shadow of the seagull on the ground.



5 For a 3D element, I used a butterfly that I had painted on an old postcard. After cutting it out, I
glued the body of the butterfly onto my collage, leaving the wings free so I could open them and create
a natural shadow.



6 I added an old “fragile” label, but something was still missing. I decided to add a little watercolor
sprig of red berries as a vertical element for balance.



7 Last, I added those black triangles at the bottom with black acrylic ink and a fine round brush.



CACTUS BIRDS

When I found this collection of antique linen-colored photos

of plants of the Southwest desert, I immediately knew that I

wanted to use them in a collage for this book. I searched for

“New Mexico paper ephemera” on Etsy.

I decided to make a totem-tower of birds, where alternate

birds would be facing in opposite directions.







1 I drew and then cut out a template for a bird body out of tracing paper. That way, I could see the
postcard underneath when I used it and choose the best placement before cutting.



2 All the bird bodies are the same, made with a single template. But I made a separate template for
each of the tails. When it came to cutting them out, I chose a sharp pair of scissors that worked great
on the delicate vintage paper.



3 I used black acrylic ink with a fine round brush to paint the eyes and beaks and watched as the birds
came alive with different personalities. It’s all about those beady eyes!



4 Next, I used my trusty white acrylic ink to add details to the bird bodies and tails. Make sure the
beady eye is completely dry before adding a white highlight.

5 I used PVA glue with a stiff flat brush to affix each piece to the sheet of watercolor paper.



6 Once all the bird bodies and tails were glued onto the watercolor paper, I painted the little feet with
black acrylic ink.

7 Because the tails were separate, I was able to create different positions of the birds, so that they
didn’t all look the same. Adding collaged and drawn dialogue balloons makes it appear that all the birds
are chirping at once.



CACTUS WREN

I decided to use a beautiful old linen postcard of a cholla

cactus that I found while looking for paper ephemera online.

As soon as I saw this postcard, I jumped to buy it because

my house is surrounded by chollas. I patiently wait for mid-

July every year, when they explode in a sea of hot pink

blooms.

I started by drawing a cactus wren inspired by a photo

that I took of one standing on a paddle cactus. I love the

way the bird is curved downward like it’s inspecting

something very interesting.





1 I drew the bird on a sheet of tracing paper so that I could see through it to help me with the
placement. This allowed me to transfer the shape to an old postcard that I could cut out.



2 I cut the tail separately, so I could reposition it where I wanted it on the page. Cutting it separately
also allowed me to make the most economic use of my postcard, with less waste.



3 Once I cut out the bird and tail, I played around with their placement on the cholla cactus until I
was happy with them. Then I glued them down with PVA glue.



4 The next step was to draw the cholla like it’s growing from the one on the postcard. I painted it with
watercolors to look like the chollas in my yard when they’re blooming.



5 As a nod to the Southwest and the beautiful woven textiles I see here daily, I added geometric
shapes with acrylic inks.









DRAWING WITH INK
Drawing brings everything back to basics. It’s the best place to start when
you’re thinking about a project and not sure where to go with it. As the
saying goes, “Drawing is a line going for a walk.” Grab a pencil or a pen
and see where it leads you. You’ll discover the wonderful connection
between your hand and your mind.

When I’m drawing, I forget my surroundings, lose any sense of time,
dive deep into my imagination, and simply create. It provides a way to
get to know your subject and to understand the things that catch your
eye—in my case, birds.





SPARROW KING

With this ink drawing, I wanted to honor the little sparrow—

the most common bird in the world—and make him into a

king. I wanted to surround him with nature, so I created a

festive wreath. I was inspired by a photo of a beautiful

sparrow I took through the window using the zoom lens on

my camera.







1 I took photos to use as a reference for drawing the wreath, and started my sketch with those.



2 I used black paper so that the white ink would stand out.





3 Once I was done with the wreath, I continued with the sparrow. I used a fine round brush and white
acrylic ink. First, I did the outline and then the detailed work.





4 Done! A very regal—but still humble—little sparrow king.



PAINT CHIPS

Every time I go into a big home-improvement store, I end up

in the paint section, looking at the color sample displays—I

love them! I always pick up a few to take home, and one

day I realized I could draw on them. I drew on one with

white acrylic ink and liked it so much that I came up with

this little desert-themed series.







1 I picked four paint-sample strips with complementary colors. The plan: one bird on each strip, and a
plant from the desert. The white acrylic ink worked well with a fine round brush.



2 When I got to the fourth one—the one with golden colors—I decided to just do a prickly pear cactus
without a bird because I like asymmetry.



3 After looking at the group of them, I used my sewing machine to attach them to a sheet of
watercolor paper. I’ve often sewn paper in my collages and like the added texture. I used a zigzag stitch
along one side of the paint sample.



4 I added a red number on each of the pieces with one of those stamps you can buy at office-supply
stores.



Creating a series is a good way to experiment with a new medium. I like how these four pieces came
out and am looking forward to seeing how they’ll look together, framed on the wall.



NOTES ON DRAWING WITH INK

I’m always picking up little bits of nature on my walks with

my dog, Zorro. I love to bring these treasures home and pick

one to draw. I place it on the table in front of me and start

drawing what I see. Try it! Practice drawing basic objects

first, such as a pretty leaf, a simple flower, or an acorn. Over

time, your drawings will get better and more detailed.

PENS AND BRUSHES

There are many options for drawing with ink, such as a fine

liner brush, a dip pen, or technical or gel pens that come

with different tip sizes and in lots of different colors. My

favorite is the Sakura Pigma Micron ink pen. I also keep liner

brushes on hand. They’re round, with long bristles that end

in a sharp point, and are perfect for drawing with acrylic ink.

Dip pens with changeable nibs are fun. There are pen nibs

that create fine lines and broad-edged nibs that are used for

calligraphy. You dip the nib into the bottle of ink regularly to

maintain a continuous flow while you draw, and you can

vary the weight of the line by applying different amounts of

pressure. Practice first, making different strokes on scrap

paper, until you are comfortable using this type of pen.

When you’re done drawing, remember to remove the nib

from the holder and wash it with water.









INK AND PAPER

There are so many inks to choose from these days. I like to

use waterproof ink so that if I paint with watercolor on top of

it, the lines won’t bleed. The ink you use should also be

lightfast so that it doesn’t fade over time.

I’ve been using acrylic inks for many years and love them.

The consistency is perfect for drawing, they have a great

flow, and you can thin them out with water. Daler-Rowney

FW is my favorite brand. These inks come in many beautiful

saturated colors that are perfect for drawing with a liner

brush or a dip pen.

I use hot-pressed watercolor paper when I’m drawing with

ink because it has a smooth surface, which makes it easier

for the lines to flow. Make sure you choose acid-free paper

so that your artwork will last.

When I sit down to work, I generally sketch a light outline

first with a soft pencil and erase the pencil lines when the

ink is dry. I begin with the focal point of drawing and then

continue with the background and details.











SINGING RAVEN

A photo I took of a beautiful groove-billed ani standing on a

cactus was the inspiration for this drawing. The name in

Spanish for this cactus is garambullo and its scientific name

is Myrtillocactus geometrizans.





1 I chose a beautiful sheet of handmade paper from Papeterie Saint-Armand in a deep burgundy with
tiny specks of red.

2 I started by using a thick, round brush and watered-down white acrylic ink to make a somewhat
translucent body for the cactus.



3 Going in with a much smaller round brush, I created the ridges of each of the cactus’s arms.



4 Then, with the same brush but using the acrylic ink directly from the bottle so that it was very
concentrated, I made little dots around each arm and along the inside ridges to create the cactus’s
spines.



5 I used red acrylic ink to create a rising Sun just below the cactus. The red Sun brings out the tiny red
specks in the paper.

6 Instead of the ani in the photo, I painted a raven and used turquoise ink to draw in the details.



7 Finally, I drew my bird’s song represented by plant vines in green. My story was complete.



GREAT-TAILED GRACKLES

Among my new favorite flowers are the gorgeous hollyhocks

that pop up during the late summertime here in Santa Fe.

They sprout everywhere. I probably photograph them more

than any other flower, but I had never drawn them before.







1 I used red acrylic ink for the flora and black for the great-tailed grackles. I fell in love with grackles
while living in Mexico; they’re such smart, funny birds and loud, too! I took many photos of them.



2 I wanted to work in a larger format for this project. I chose a sheet of Arches watercolor paper that
was 100 percent cotton, natural white, 300 lb, and cold pressed. It is a lot bigger than my usual format!
I drew freehand with Daler-Rowney FW red acrylic ink using a medium-size round synthetic watercolor
brush, starting at the tops of the hollyhock stems. They usually have clusters of flower buttons at the
tippy top, and as you go down the stem, there are open blooms and lobed leaves.



3 When I finished the first stem, I added a few teasels and an herb plant that I love to draw so much. I
also added ferns, mixing up solid ferns with others in outline.



4 I wanted to leave an opening at top center for the bird, so I drew taller hollyhocks on both sides and
shorter flora in the middle.



5 I drew both birds—one flying and the other standing on the ground—on tracing paper to help me
decide on their exact placement. When I was happy with the composition, I transferred both bird
drawings onto the paper and painted them with black acrylic ink, using the same round brush I used
earlier.



6 I’m very happy with the way this one turned out with the funny grackles in a red garden.



LABEL BIRDS

I’ve been collecting vintage Dennison labels in different

sizes for many years. I love the simple red border and the

old-yellowed background. The old boxes are so beautiful.

When I was thinking of what to draw next, I remembered my

collection of old labels and decided to use them as a

background for my birds.

I have a small collection of vintage bird cigarette cards

and stamps, from which I chose a few to use in the vintage

patchwork I wanted to draw on. I used a cork dip pen that

belonged to my dad before I was born with a nib from an old

box that I found at an antique shop in Santiago, Chile.







1 The background is a thick recycled sheet of book board in a beautiful burnt orange that
complements the red of the Dennison labels. I arranged a composition using the labels and some of the
stamps and bird cards. When I was pleased with the layout, I applied PVA glue with a stiff flat brush
and glued everything onto the book board.





2 Little by little, working freehand, I drew different birds interacting with each other inside all the
labels.



Before you start drawing on each label, practice using the dip pen and ink to get a feel for the lines you
can create while applying pressure to the tip. Every time I dip the pen in the ink bottle, I get rid of the
excess on the edge of the bottle and draw a couple of lines on an extra sheet of paper to avoid big
globs of ink while drawing.





COLLAGE PAPERS
I am thrilled to be able to share a small part of the big collection of paper
ephemera and interesting papers and photos of surface textures that I’ve
hoarded for years! I’ve photographed many interesting walls, doors, and
surfaces while walking around beautiful and colorful towns in Mexico,
and elsewhere, in my travels.

A lot of the paper-bird ephemera and postage stamps I have has been
mailed to me over the years by my very generous fans around the globe. I
am thankful for every bit of paper I’ve received.

Please feel free to use them in your collages. I hope that just looking
through these pages will get your creative juices flowing.
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