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DRAWING AND PAINTING 
IMAGINARY ANIMALS

It turns out that tinfoil and ginger roots 
make excellent animal references.

I SEE ANIMALS EVERYWHERE!   

Because I live in the city of Seattle, I am fortunate to have access to lots 

of city blocks that have oil stains, trash, and other random “blobs” to draw 

from. But when I lived in Colorado, I was fortunate to live in a very small 

town with plenty of run-down walkways that provided tons of inspiration: 

sidewalk cracks.

Wherever I’ve lived, during the fall months I’m fortunate to see 

leaves on the ground that become fish, birds, elephants, and other 

creatures as I pass by. And in the produce section, just yesterday, I was 

fortunate to run across a huge pile of ginger roots, er . . . fluffalumps, cats, 

elehorses, and toads.

The point is, I see animals everywhere and so can you. It’s just a 

matter of training your eyes!

Finding Animals 
around You

Blobs and 
Sidewalk 
Cracks

1



6
DRAWING AND PAINTING 
IMAGINARY ANIMALS

One student recently asked if I always started my 

animal drawings from “something”—a blob of paint, an 

abstract watercolor puddle, a sidewalk crack?

Yes, most of the time I do. When drawing from my 

imagination only, I seem to fall back on clichés and am 

rarely happy with the outcome. But when a creature is 

pulled out of a found shape—already half started in my 

mind’s eye (which, apparently, is more creative than 

my regular hand/eye)—it turns out to be much more 

unique and lively. 

It’s okay. Cute, I guess. But if I “find” 

an elephant in a found shape, such as 

a sidewalk crack, a leaf, or a smashed-

down piece of paper, then I can turn it 

into an elephant that looks like this:

For example, if asked to draw 

an elephant from my head, my first im-

pulse is to draw something like this:

Cuter. More unique. And in a pose 

I would never have thought of on 

my own!

In this chapter we will practice 

pulling out animals and other imagi-

nary creatures from textures, patterns, 

and shapes that are all around us.

. . . that, taken further, can look like this:

7
ONE: BLOBS AND 

SIDEWALK CRACKS
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DRAWING AND PAINTING 
IMAGINARY ANIMALS

As with most things in life, I started creating “blobs” in order to solve a 

problem I was having: The blank page scared me because I never knew 

what to draw! So a few years ago I decided to prefill my sketchbook 

pages with shapes found in sidewalk cracks, tree bark, leaves, and the 

like. I could do this when going about my day, with no pressure to draw 

on the spot; just a quick shape. Then, when I felt like sitting down to 

draw, I had something already on the page to bounce off from. A prob-

lem was there for me to solve.

 To begin, go outside and take 

a walk around your garden or 

neighborhood. 

1 Record shapes you see that 

interest you. It’s not necessary (or 

even desirable) that you see an ani-

mal in these shapes now; just record 

about six to ten shapes that you find 

interesting or that you think might 

have the potential of becoming an 

animal.

2 Some ideas of where to find 

shapes include bricks, dirt and 

soil, stones, water marks, leaves, 

m a t e r i a l s
paper or sketchbook

 a fine-point permanent marker

walking shoes 

Line Blobs

sidewalk cracks, oil stains, a child’s 

chalk drawing, bark on trees, dying 

flowers, snow, bird excrement, peel-

ing paint, rust stains, trash, and food.

3 Go back to your studio or a 

quiet place and pick one shape to 

work with. 

4 Look at and see if you can see 

an animal; if so, great! But before 

you continue, turn your paper (or 

sketchbook) around and around all 

the way. Perhaps there is an even 

more appealing creature waiting 

for you. 

5 Add eyes, feet, a tail or any 

other characteristic needed to finish 

your blob animal. 

6 Add cross-hatch marks (shad-

ing) under the eyes, chin, ears, or 

legs if desired.

7 Remember to try and keep a 

nonprecious mindset as much as 

possible. It’s just pen and paper!

EXERCISE #1

These two unlikely creatures were inspired directly 

by the two photos. When the blob shapes were first 

drawn, there was no clear idea as to the outcome 

(though the guy on the right was definitely birdlike). 

ONE: BLOBS AND 
SIDEWALK CRACKS 9
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DRAWING AND PAINTING 
IMAGINARY ANIMALS

TAKING IT FURTHER

 Let the Media Determine Outcome.  
Charcoal, for example, just seems to de-
mand a sketchier, looser line. This example 
was done with a medium charcoal pencil 
inspired by a ginger root.

 Just Add Water.  
Draw your blob with a water-soluble 
marker or pencil (such as a black Tombow 
or an Inktense pencil) and add water 
to spread the pigment for shading and 
coloring. Both illustrations are inspired by 
ginger roots.

ONE: BLOBS AND 
SIDEWALK CRACKS

 Make Your Blobs Interact.  
Draw two or more shapes on the same 
page so that they interact somehow. You 
can stack them on top of each other, draw 
them so they are facing or touching each 
other, or even overlap them. Then, com-
plete as usual.

 The Humble Ballpoint Pen.  
Try this exercise with a black or blue 
ballpoint pen, or fill in your blob with 
a layer of PanPastels before applying 
your line work. This illustration was 
inspired by peeling paint and some 
broken brick (the red poodle).

 Accept Failures with Grace.  
Here I got ambitious and tried to incor-
porate three blob shapes onto one page. 
Oops. (Oh, well!)
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DRAWING AND PAINTING 
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m a t e r i a l s
 5 to 7 junk mail postcards (in  

  varied sizes)  

white gesso 

brayer 

string 

1/8" (3 mm)-hole punch  watercolors 

a small paintbrush 

 colored permanent markers 

spray fixative

This puzzle-like book is as fun to create 
as it is to enjoy. Each successive drawing 
interacts with and is part of the previous 
page’s illustration. 

PROJECT

A MONKEY MIND    

This term refers to a mind that jumps from thought to thought like a mon-

key jumps from tree to tree—and is definitely a weakness when it comes to 

certain things. 

(Seriously, is it really necessary for squeaky brakes, cat food, laundry, 

spiders, dead flies, deadlines, traffic, student drivers, walks, slow-runs, 

swims, showers, baths, and nail biting to cross my mind when all I want to 

do is write a simple paragraph intro for this chapter, for example?)

Weaknesses in our personalities and abilities can make our lives 

more difficult, yes. And yet, consider the following statement about a con-

temporary Indian artist: 

“All his weaknesses were his strengths.” 

This project embraces that nonlinear-monkey-mind “weakness” part 

of us. Tangents? You are welcome here!

Gesso and Watercolor

Junk Mail 
Creatures 
Book

6



16 17
SIX: JUNK MAIL  

CREATURES BOOK
DRAWING AND PAINTING 
IMAGINARY ANIMALS

1 Gather five to seven junk mail 

postcards 4"x 6" (10.2 x 15.2 cm) or 

larger. Roll your brayer through a 

dollop of white gesso, making sure 

the paint is loaded thickly. Now, with 

a very light touch, roll your brayer 

across the surface of a postcard. (You 

are kind of skimming the top of it.) 

You might need to do a second pass, 

but don’t rub and rub; one or two 

passes is all you need. There should 

be color from the postcard showing 

through. Set aside to dry; repeat with 

other postcards. Gesso both sides. 

2 Once your gesso is completely 

dry, add a very wet, transparent 

layer of watercolor using one or two 

colors of your choice. In this case 

I used a blue and a blue-green. Let 

dry completely before adding a sec-

ond layer of transparent watercolor 

(I used brown and orange). Repeat 

on the fronts and backs of all post-

cards. Let dry.

3 Because the gesso resists the wa-

tercolor, your paint might have dried 

in puddles. In this rub-and-buff step 

you are going to both spread around 

the pigment, unifying the piece, and 

also lift the color off the raised por-

tions of the gessoed texture. Wrap 

your rag around your finger, dip it into 

water, and squeeze off the excess so 

it is just slightly damp. With a light 

touch to start, rub the rag on the top 

of the postcard in a circular motion to 

start moving the pigment around. As 

the rag gets drier, you can apply more 

pressure. Keep rubbing and buffing 

until you are satisfied with the texture.

4 Next, you’re going to design your 

irregularly shaped book. Cut down 

several postcards so that you have a 

variety of sizes to work with. Spend 

some time arranging them into a 

design that is pleasing to you, making 

sure that the pages are not aligned 

perfectly, but are irregular.

tip  With the rubbing and buffing, 
each color reacts a little differently. 
Blue, black, and orange watercolors 
tend to darken after rubbing; yellow 
always brightens up a piece; and 
brown will mute your colors. You will 
need to just experiment and keep 
working at it until you find combina-
tions that you like!

This series shows a progression of textures 
after steps 1 through 3.
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5 Once you are satisfied with the 

layout of your book, reinforce the 

spine edges of each page with mask-

ing and/or decorative tape. Use a 1/8" 

(3 mm)-hole punch to make three 

to seven holes in your top postcard. 

(They do not need to be evenly 

spaced.) Using your first postcard 

as a template, punch holes in the 

other pages. 

6 Cut a piece of string about 

8" (20.3 cm)-long for each hole. 

Using a square knot, tie one piece 

of string through each and every 

punched hole.

7 Connect the pages by placing 

two pages together and tying the 

middle strings as shown. I usually do 

this binding portion with the pages 

placed between my knees to hold 

them still. Once all your square knots 

are tied, you can add beads, braid 

them, or trim your string short. 

8 Now you are ready to draw. Using 

a colored, permanent marker (or a 

pencil to start, if desired), draw an 

animal. Refer to your sketchbook for 

ideas or try to see an animal in the 

textured pages and finish that. Make 

sure part of the drawing spills over 

onto a page or pages underneath. 

tip  Depending on your brand of 
gesso, you might find that your perma-
nent markers get clogged a bit when 
drawing on top of the gesso. Keep a 
piece of scratch paper handy to work 
your markers out, or spray the pages 
first with a fixative and then draw.

Then, when you turn the page, you 

will have something already started 

on the next spread that you will then 

complete. The end goal is a puzzle-

like book where each illustration inter-

acts with and is part of the previous 

page’s illustration. 

9 Once you have your animals 

blocked in, fill in your animals with a 

layer of gesso. (The white paint will 

give your eye a rest and provide a 

nice contrast to the textured back-

grounds.) Let dry completely.

0 Go back with your colored marker 

and redraw any lines you may have 

obscured with gesso, keeping your 

hand loose. Then add cross-hatching, 

shading, or any other details you like 

with thinner markers.

- Add vine charcoal shading 

around the edges of your animals 

to make them stand out even more. 

Apply directly onto your drawing and 

then rub the charcoal with your finger 

to soften. Spray with fixative.


