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Discovering the Joy 
of Sketching Birds 



  About your host 
Why sketch birds? 
  Tips for sketching in the field 
Tools & techniques 
  Group sketch-along 
  Resources for further learning  

 

WHAT WE’LL EXPLORE 



Fear Not! 
 
 
 

Anyone can  
gain skills  
in sketching!! 



ABOUT YOUR HOST 



Drawing as  
a means  
of understanding 



Design & illustration work 



Workshops  
& classes 







 



Co-leading birding tours 





European  Robin, Sicily 



Collared Aracari, Honduras 

White-necked Jacobin 



Red-billed Streamertail, Jamaica 



Yellow Grosbeak, Mexico 

Orange-breasted Bunting, Mexico 



San Blas Jays 

Yellow-winged Cacique 



Lapland Longspur, Alaska 



WHY SKETCH BIRDS? 



Long history 
of 
anatomical 
studies 



Early explorers 
communicating 
about new 
discoveries 



Documentation of rare and 
endangered species 



Why YOU should try it… 



Birding by impression – 
observing not just the field 
marks but learning the 
size, shape, overall 
structure and behavior--- 
gives a more firm 
foundation than just 
relying on plumage 
patterns and feather 
details that you might not 
be able to see in the field. 

A (new) old way of seeing 
Aids in Identification 



Sharpens your 
observation skills 



Sketching opens the door to Learning 
 
 

Learning leads to Understanding 

Understanding leads to Empathy 

Empathy Leads to Conservation 
 



A sense of wonder 



A hobby you can share 



“In the end we will 
conserve only what we 
love; we will love only 
what we understand; and 
we will understand only 
what we are taught.”  

-Baba Dioum  
 



Meditative & stress reducing 



Readily Observable 



Joys of sketching  
and observing 
birds in their 
natural habitat 



Slowing down to really observe 



TIPS FOR SKETCHING IN THE FIELD 

See tip sheet on my website at www.ChristineElder.com/tutorials 



Not field guide, field sketch! 





Learn habits of local birds 





• Always keep your  art supplies handy 
 
 
 
 



Sit patiently 



Gestures/thumbnails 



 
Draw smaller as 
birds move 
faster 
 



Focus on process over product 



Sketch birds at varying distances 



Focus on one part of the anatomy 



• Focus on one species 



Take field notes 



TIPS FOR SKETCHING AT HOME 



 relaxing bird songs to listen to while sketching at home: Favorite European birds channel - 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fHWhebFt_r0 
 

 Favorite tropical bird songs to sketch to in my studio:  
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xwM47_bbw84 

 





Preserved 
specimens 
and  
study skins  
 





TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES 



Most important: 
1st: Shape (silhouette) 
2nd: Color patterns /field marks 
3rd: Notes on behavior, questions 

 
 Nice to have if time allows: 
Three dimensional form 
Add color with pencils/ paints 

What to depict in your sketches 



Silhouettes 



Blind Contours 



Graphite pencil 



Colored Pencil 



Pen  



More 
examples 
of  
Fun 
techniques 
to 
experiment 
with… 





Toned paper 



Gouache 

Watercolor 

Rosy Thrush-Tanager, Mexico 



NOW IT’S YOUR TURN! 



1st line to represent overall body posture 
2nd shapes for body, head, wings, tail  
Double check relative proportions and 

comparative lengths and alignments 
Notice negative shapes and angles 
Evaluate and correct, firm up best lines  
Less is more. Leave some to imagination  
Vary line thickness, avoid heavy outline 
 

 
 

STEPS IN A BASIC SKETCH 







RESOURCES 



www.ChristineElder.com 





Keep in 
 touch!  

www.ChristineElder.com 
 

831-227-6996 
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