
Sketchbook 
Practice



This is a collection of people I know that keep some sort of sketchbook practice and were willing to 
share a few pages with you along with a brief statement about what their sketchbook means to 
them, how they use it and/or what they get from keeping a sketch book. 

Learning how to use a sketchbook properly, well and regularly was one of the most important 
things that happened to me as a maker and a thinker.  I didn’t figure this out until I was 23 years 
old.

The only rule for proper sketch book practice………. Never tear out a page.  No matter how bad.

The way I cheat and break that rule is to cover up things I don’t want anymore with new things.

If I teach you anything in this class………. If I build your confidence to do any one thing………. I hope 
it’s this.  



Wikipedia says:
“A sketchbook is a book or pad with blank pages for sketching and is 
frequently used by artists for drawing or painting as a part of their 
creative process.[1] The exhibition of sketchbooks at the Fogg Art 
Museum at Harvard University in 2006 suggested that there were two 
broad categories for classifying sketches
Observation: this focuses on the documentation of the external world and 
includes many such travel and nature studies and sketches recording an 
artist's travels.
Invention: this follows the artists' digressions and internal journeys as 
they develop compositional ideas”

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sketchbook

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sketch_(drawing)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sketchbook#cite_note-1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fogg_Art_Museum
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harvard_University


Merriam-Webster says this about “Practice”.

1. 
a : carry out, apply <practice what you preach>
b : to do or perform often, customarily, or 
habitually <practice politeness>
c : to be professionally engaged in <practice medicine>

2.
a : to perform or work at repeatedly so as to become 
proficient <practicethe act>
b : to train by repeated exercises <practice pupils in 
penmanship>

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/practice

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/carry+out
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/apply


Ben Putnam, Artist, Teacher, Thinker. 

I have kept a fairly regular sketchbook practice 
for the past 20 years.  I make my own sketch 
books.  I find the book itself to be an evocative 
object for me. They are beautiful and precious 
and meant to be used.  Most of my books last 
six months to a year and I frequently go back 
through old books as a reminder of where I’ve 
been. They hold observational drawings, notes, 
sketches of things I want to make, all sorts of 
lists, info from museums and galleries, 
photographs, phone numbers, meeting notes 
and any interesting flat thing I happen to pick up 
along the way. 













Chad Creighton, ConVal class of 2007

A sketchbook to me is where I collect my 
thoughts. It may not make any sense to anyone 
else but that doesn't matter. I actually keep 
mine with me almost at all times now, in a 
backpack with pencils sharpies and pens so 
that I have it anytime an idea strikes me. I also 
use it as a tool to warm up. I try to do a 
drawing in there every time I start working in 
my studio to get my brain into "art mode" and 
to get my mark making more loose.











Nate Bentley, ConVal class of 2008

I am excited to help out with this. I have attached 5 images below as 
well as 2 finished products that my sketching process has helped 
resolve. Sketches 1 and 2 were both important studies done to help me 
address Another American Whaling Epic. Sketch 3 is simply an example 
how I often map out color fields for paintings. Sketches 4 and 5 are 
examples of studies done to help work through the composition and 
palette of BOG.

To Answers the questions below:

I use my sketchbook as an information dump. It is private and thus I am 
uninhibited when working out the early stages of finished works 
through sketching. I use my sketchbook simply to plan out endeavors or 
aimlessly sketch with out direction. For both of these reasons, my 
sketchbook is infinitely important to me.















Samantha Hensel, ConVal class of 2013

I use my sketchbook not only to sketch out ideas, but as a 
journal for art as well. It is so important to keep a sketch 
book so you can constantly jot down any ideas that you 
might stumble across, using in you process for success in a 
certain project, or to even look back on once that phase has 
passed to see what worked and what didn't. It's a tool I use 
to sort out any problems, and keep to inspire me and keep 
me exploring.













Haley Easton, ConVal class of 2011

How do i use my sketch book? I like to use my 
sketchbook as an archive for my ideas. I keep track of 
artists i like, ideas that i have, and things that i need to 
do. I write down song lyrics, and words i am inspired by. 
I even paste handouts from my mentors, articles, and 
doodles inside the pages . My sketchbook means a lot, 
to my process in art making. It forces me to make 
connections, and helps me to think. My sketchbook is 
were i dump my ideas so that i can look at them and 
revisit them when ever i please !











Lulu Fichter, local clay and glass artist

I wish I could help, but I am one of those weird artists who doesn't keep a sketchbook...when 
I draw, I draw on my wheel head and then swipe it clean...I "sketch" in my brain while I am 
doing something tactile...rummaging through buttons, shells, bones, rocks...sorry!



Cam Leandri, ConVal class of 2008















Christine Kenny, Art teacher, Oregon

These are just a few pages out of a larger painting 
installation project based on a quote by South African 
Sandile Dikeni and a place called Red Location I 
happened to visit. First shot is the quote that started it 
all. Like to gather those in the book too.





First round of color swatches/sketches



More thoughts, planning, ideas for formatting, inclusion of mixed media



Back of sketchbook with "wallpaper" used as reference for a piece in the 
series and more ideas for installation-type backgrounds



One final piece "Red Location" 8' x 6' oil on canvas, scrap wood, 
corrugated metal



Carolyn Matthews, ConVal class of 2008

I actually do still keep a sketchbook! A couple of 
sketchbooks, actually. I use one set of sketchbooks as a 
travel journal using pen and watercolor to sort of 
document the places that I travel. These two books 
mean a lot to me. I can look back at these specific 
snapshots of my life where I took the time to sit 
somewhere and draw and it brings the whole 
experience back into really sharp focus. It's amazing. I 
even wrote a research grant proposal my senior year on 
the importance of travel journals as artifacts and art! My 
other book, although not really a sketchbook, is still 
pretty important. I use this one when I find images that I 
think are inspiring so that I can reference it when I need 
inspiration at work. That book is all about the interplay 
between difference patterns and idea. Haha, I pretty 
much pull exclusively from nat geo, architectural digest, 
and vogue. 



























Owen Hale, ConVal class of 2013

As far as what my sketchbook means to me... My 
sketchbook is a proving ground for my ideas. It's sort of 
like a second brain. I've been keeping a sketchbook 
consistently for almost five years, and always have one 
with me. You never know when inspiration might strike.





Anna Welch, ConVal class of 2013

I don't think of my sketchbook as a book for finished 
pieces. It's more of a life book to document my 
experiments, processes, inspirations, and experiences. I 
do almost just as much thinking as I do arting, that's why 
half of my pages are writing and poetry. My sketchbook 
makes it so life and art become one in the same. Draw 
something every day!

















Lauren Welch, ConVal class of 2009

My sketchbook used to be something I 
designed for other people; an art piece in 
itself. But over the past couple years I've 
realized that this has actually inhibited my 
creative abilities by making me self-
conscious even during the early stages of 
brainstorming. Now my sketchbook is 
something I usually keep to myself as a safe 
space to be imperfect and do serious work. 
I use it to figure out compositions for 
paintings, verbalize content, understand my 
thoughts about life situations, keep track of 
artists, media, critiques, etc and make to-
do lists. While I don't go through 
sketchbooks very fast, I absolutely cannot 
function as an artist (or as a person) 
without one.









Marcy Pope, Art Teacher at Merrimack HS, Putnam’s 
high school art teacher.  She taught me that art is 
important. She has a lot to do with why I’m a teacher.

Answers: how do I use my sketchbook? I use it to store 
some of my drawings because I can have an idea and I 
have to put it down on whatever I may have handy. 
Then I keep it in one of my 2 or 3 "active sketchbooks " I 
like my big spiral bound sketchbooks because I am not 
limited by the size of the paper and I like to draw big-
the 18x24 is my favorite and I need a new one. If I like a 
sketch and it is working as an idea then I take it out of 
the book and hang it in my studio so I can think about it 
and continue figuring out what I want to do with that 
idea.











Marcy Pope, still. 
I found my special hand bound 

sketchbook with the cool brown 
paper inside with a marbled cover 
that I fell in love with at a craft fair 
in Boston. This one is a bit more 
like a diary - I write in it, keep notes 
in it and when I draw in it I am 
deliberately thinking about the tone 
of the paper and the size of the 
paper. Do I choose it when I have 
something to figure out or when I 
know my drawing is going to take 
some time and real energy. It's not 
for lame doodling.





Lilly Featherston, Conval class of 2009

the first image, with the penguins is where i keep little 
sketches, and drawings that I want to use for future 
projects, they're just little sketchy ideas that I keep. 
Because I do a lot of copies with cards and such, I keep 
all my original drawings to retrace with my light box, in 
an envelope titles originals. The second picture is my box 
of supplies I use daily, and on top are the finished little 
projects I've done that aren't going anywhere and that I 
use for reference. That is why I keep them on top of my 
desk, it's not the best storage system but it means 
they're right there to access and easy to grab. The third 
pictures is my pile of paper, kind of a mess but in a 
specific order for me haha. And then two pictures of my 
desk space. I know there isn't a whole lot of rhyme and 
reason to it but I spend a lot of time as my desk, working 
on things and playing around so everything I need is right 
there, and my sketches surround me for constant 
inspiration.











Hi Ben. I hope you are doing well! I was sorry I didn't have a chance to talk to you at the MacDowell party a while ago. 
How are things going?

I got your Facebook message about sketchbooks. Unfortunately, my own notebook is rather dry and the more 
interesting parts aren't really for student consumption. :-)

But I love this project and wanted to find a way to contribute. My friend Matt works at the Keith Haring foundation in 
New York. Haring has a ton of fascinating notebooks, but most of them aren't published yet. I asked if they would be 
willing to share some unpublished pages with your class. Anna, the archivist, has included 13 Haring notebook pages 
below. You can download them at We Transfer.

I hope this adds to your project even though it is not by a living artist.

Take care and let's talk soon!
Best,
Michelle



Keith Haring, NYC Artist, 1958 - 1990

“Keith Haring wrote " You see that's why I work like a 
dog and I worked like a dog all my life. I am not 
interested in the academic status of what I am doing 
because my problem is my own transformation. That’s 
the reason also why, when people say. " Well you 
thought this a few years ago and now you say 
something else," my answer is[laughter]" well, do you 
think that I have worked like that all those years and 
not be changed?" This transformation of ones self by 
ones own knowledge is, I think something rather close 
to the aesthetic experience. Why should a painter 
work if he is not transformed by his own painting.”











Michelle Aldredge, friend, writer, publisher, 
photographer

Michelle is the creator of Gwarlingo, a blog that she 
explains like this… “Here you’ll find clear, concise 
articles about contemporary art and experienced 
advice about process, business, and the challenges 
of the creative life.” Her thoughts on sketchbook 
practice are in the next slide.



THOUGHTS ON KEEPING A NOTEBOOK
-Michelle Aldredge

Writing is the primary way I process things, whether it be ideas for a project, a "to do" list, recording dreams, brainstorming, or thinking through goals. Long ago, I began 
the practice of keeping two notebooks (shown here)--a large moleskin for work-related notes and a small moleskin (purse-size) for personal ones. (If you have ever had 
someone read your personal notebook, it will make you think twice about privacy!). This system allows me to leave my work notebook lying around at home or in my 
studio or carry it to meetings or interviews with artists, etc. without worrying about overly private contents being seen by someone else. The small notebook is the place 
where I can write ANYTHING I like with the assurance that it will only be seen by me. It's so important to have a space like this for yourself where you can write without 
self-editing.

A novelist friend of mine has been keeping notebooks for several decades now. His system is to write work notes in the front of the notebook, then flip the notebook over 
and write personal contents in the back. (I love this!) But he himself admits that the flaw to this system is the privacy issue. (A couple of ex-girlfriends simply couldn't help 
themselves and were not thrilled with what they found ;-)

It is true what they say...if you don't write a thought, observation, or idea down when it strikes, it is lost to the ages. Having the right tool ready is essential and feeds 
creativity.

I rarely draw in my notebooks, and visual ideas are very important to my practice as an arts writer, designer, and creator. I process A LOT of digital information and have 
found Evernote (see screenshots) to be an essential tool for organizing this data. I have various notebooks for everything from creative ideas, to website design 
inspiration, to review copies of books I want to request, to Gwarlingo articles I want to write, to artists' work I find inspiring, to shows I want to curate, to favorite font 
combinations. I would be lost without it. I can easily clip images or articles from my iPad, phone, or computer and put them in the right notebook. I can also add my own 
photos, forward emails, add a sound recording, or simply type a list from scratch when I need to.

You can also share your notebook with someone else. An artist friend and I are publishing our first book, an artists' re-envisioning of Grimm's fairy tales 
(www.mirrormirrored.net). Evernote, Dropbox, and Google Docs have been essential tools for this project, since my collaborator doesn't live in the same city. We can 
easily collect images for the book, brainstorm, track deadlines, share interesting articles, etc.

Both a traditional paper notebook AND Evernote are essential to practice. Without these tools, so many ideas, details, and inspirational images would be lost for good.

http://www.mirrormirrored.net/










Wren Morocco, ConVal class of 2013

“My Sketchbook?  I couldn’t live without it.”







Sarah Burns,  NH Artist, friend
Mediums: Pottery, encaustic, drawing

My sketch book is my is outlet to get any and all ideas out of 
my head. It's my layers of memories it's my history book it's 
my references to workshops and peoples conversation and 
things I've seen that I want to remember. I still look back at 
my thoughts from 20 years ago to help me re ignite my 
creative when I can't think. Gives me a starting point from a 
past and have a new perspective from the present. 

I'm writing fast and unfiltered. Sorry about that. I hope it 
makes sense.











Josh Ferry, Maine Artist, childhood friend
painter

Here are some live shots right now of my studio. My "sketchbook" consists 
of images I gather - either pictures I take of things that interest me visually 
or images I grab from the Internet. I print these images on my computer 
printer and the quality usually isn't great which doesn't bother me because 
they're a means to an end. I have them around my studio and hang them 
next to the paintings I am working on. If I'm thinking about painting a pine 
tree in my painting- I will google "pine tree" and grab an image I like of a 
pine tree.

I guess I don't keep a traditional sketchbook because I like building the 
painting surfaces with many layers of paint and finding the images through 
the process of painting - right in the painting. In other words I like figuring 
out all the problems right in the painting instead of in a separate place like 
a sketchbook. For me this process of exploration and discovery in my 
paintings are what give them life. I like being able to see the history of 
their making in the finished painting. Those places where the process is 
visible are usually the places where I can access a painting - the vulnerable 
places that are left open, uncovered - not hidden. It could be on the front 
of the painting or along the side. In a gallery or museum you will always 
see me looking at the sides of paintings and then stepping back to look at 
the front of them. I love seeing how they are made.







Rayla Putnam, daughter, art lover, student of life









Laura Dubois, ConVal class of 2008

I've actually slowly been moving more digital and I'm still in 
school, so my sketchbooks are primarily homework and work 
for my thesis, but I can share some of that and I also have a 
few pages already put together of my process for designing 
characters and digital painting that I'll throw in for you to use 
if you'd like. Normally, I use my sketchbook mostly for practice 
and often to make boring liberal arts classes a little more fun 
at the same time. Lately, most of that practice has been in 
anatomy studies, more specifically, sketching Spider-Man 
when I'm not working on something for school.











Karrie Mitschmyer, friend, art teacher, 
Conant High School







Sarah Rossi, Boston Artist, sculpture, ceramics

So, I have to admit I have always been horrible about 
keeping a sketchbook. I don't have one that I've been 
working with recently, but I can provide some pictures 
from sketchbooks from college. To me, keeping a 
sketchbook was always about having a place to 
experiment with form, function, and composition. I 
used it as a way to talk myself through processes and 
thought-process, as a form of self-critique before 
receiving critique from others in a final product.







Stacy Hanning,  ConVal class of 2010

Once I finally realized that a sketch book does not mean a 
collection of finished drawings, I was finally able to relax and 
really take advantage of the carefree nature of a sketch book. It's 
ok if things look messy and chaotic, they make sense to you, and 
that's all that matters. I've had many large sketch books that I 
use for bigger, more long term projects, but I always make sure I 
have a little one with me at all times. The photos of the little 
book I included were from my trip to Hawaii. I was so inspired by 
the nature around me and I think my little doodles reflect that. I 
played around a lot with making watercolor prints of different 
leaves I found while out exploring. When making sculptures, my 
sketch book is a great place for me to flesh out ideas before 
actually constructing them. I included two examples of some of 
my sketches before hand and then the finished sculptures after. 
Taking photographs is great (and trust me, I do a lot of that), but 
there's something so simple and personal about a persons 
sketch book that captures a place so beautifully.











Marty Kelley, Lifelong best friend, author/illustrator

I don't go anywhere, to capture fleeting ideas and 
thoughts. I start all my illustrations and artwork with a 
large series of thumbnail sketches in my sketchbook. It 
gives me a chance to plan out idea, to plot compositions, 
and to consider placement of elements on a page. It's a 
stress free way to start pictures. I screw up often and 
spectacularly in my sketchbook to prevent screw-ups 
later in the final artwork. Sketchbooks are made to 
contain a lifetime of screw-ups.















Chris Bieniek, friend, Conval class of 2007

My Sketchbook is an extremely important part of my 
studio practice because it stores all of my "brilliant" ideas 
for later use. I am able to scratch down my ideas while at 
work, laying in bed, or where ever an idea happens to 
pop into my brain. My sketchbook travels with me 
everywhere, it makes it easy to record all those exciting 
new ideas that are inspired by the people and places I 
surround myself with. I cannot count the amount of 
times I have walked into my studio and opened my sketch 
book to a fun idea I had written down earlier and 
forgotten about. A lot of my artistic inspiration doesn't 
necessarily come from other art, but from my everyday 
life. Sometimes I will be out hiking, fishing, or even 
watching a movie with friends when I reach for my 
sketchbook to scribble down an idea. These days 
everyone is so busy and overwhelmed with class, work, 
and the vast amounts of general everyday information it 
is important to find a storage space dedicated to your art. 
That space is my sketchbook, the safest place I can think 
of to explore, fail, discover, and grow.









Kim Bernard, friend, Maine Artist, sculpture, 
encaustic, ceramics 

Here's a pic of my "idea capture" essentials: my 
sketchbook, my steno notebook and my to-do 
notebook. I ALWAYS have something handy to 
write on and with. I often write notes to myself 
of things I need to look up later (especially as 
the AIR this semester in the Harvard Physics 
Dept), then file it in a folder on my laptop. The 
sketch images I shared were what led up to the 
actual work/exhibit I shared. David Lynch wrote 
a must-read book called "Catching the Big Fish" 
that should be required reading for art 
students.






