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■ Post Reprint: “At the U.S. Botanic Garden, a young painter practices the art of observing”
■ Student Activity: Observe the Details
■ Student Activity: Color in the Details
■ Post Reprint: “What backyard birds can tell us about our changing world”
■ Questions for Discussion: Backyard Birds — A Closer Look

Observe Nature in Living Color
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At 24, Mara 
Menahan has noticed 
something that most 
people miss their 
entire lives: That 
bar of chocolate, 
the pomegranate 
on your salad, the 
cup of coffee — all 

these familiar victuals begin life as 
a flower.

Or as vastly different and complex 
flowers.

Menahan signed off Friday as the 
U.S. Botanic Garden’s first in-house 
botanical illustrator in modern times, 
arriving as a Truman Scholar. Her 
year-and-a-half stint brought her into 
close contact with an extraordinary 
range of plants and blooms, from 
the tropical flora in the ornate 
conservatory at the foot of the Capitol 
to the adjoining outdoor gardens of 
hardy plants.

“Looking back, what I have done 
here is to illustrate floral diversity,” 
she said. If she once thought the 
generic flower was a daisy, her time 
at the Botanic Garden has wholly 
altered that view. There is no 
archetypal bloom.

She has painstakingly reproduced 
leaves, seeds, flowers, stems and other 
plant pieces, assembling them into 
more than 200 plates. She worked by 
converting sketchbook images into 
watercolor renderings at an artist’s 

table in a private gallery within the 
conservatory.

If you want an example, she said, 
of the gap between a fruit and its 
blossom, you need look no further 
than the ubiquitous banana. Menahan 
leads me to the conservatory’s displays 
of wild banana plants to explain their 
weird floral architecture.

From a single, pendent stalk, 
pollinated female flowers are 
forming the familiar bunches of 
bananas, but they’re small and green. 
At the end of the stalk, a purple, 
grenade-shaped inflorescence houses 

hidden male flowers. At night, it lifts 
one of its plates to reveal clusters of 
pollen-bearing flowers. This is for 
the benefit of a passing bat, which 
the banana uses as a pollinator. There 
are no bats in the conservatory, and 
commercial bananas are propagated 
by cloning, not seed production, but 
the point is clear — the banana 
is among plant species that have 
developed astonishingly intricate 
ways of reproducing and luring 
pollinators.

Menahan moves to a more 
central display bed in the Garden 

At the U.S. Botanic Garden, a young 
painter practices the art of observing

ADRIAN HIGGINS/THE WASHINGTON POST 
Botanical illustrator Menahan observes the pods that contain cacao beans at the U. S. Botanic 
Garden. 

AdriAn 
Higgins 
GARDENING
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Court to look at another bizarre 
economic plant doing its thing. The 
conservatory’s somewhat celebrated 
cacao tree is festooned with the large, 
golden-yellow seedpods containing 
the beans that give us chocolate. The 
oddest aspect of its reproductive life 
is that the blossoms emerge directly 
from the bark of the trunk, much like 
the flowers of the common redbud 
tree. So the cacao’s football-shaped 
seedpods ripen right on the trunk as 
well.

She is struck by how large a seedpod 
grows from so small a blossom. She 
used a microscope to discern its 
parts before rendering it magnified 
several times. “I think it’s amazing 
that every chocolate bar begins with 
a flower, not just any flower but a 
tiny flower the size of my pinkie 
fingernail,” she said.

Her finished plate also shows the 
cross section of the ripened fruit, 
the goopy white covering over the 
beans and the naked seed, which, 
as it turns out, is purple. With only 
the odd accidental pollinator in the 
conservatory, the flowers are hand-
pollinated by the Botanic Garden’s 
arborist, and the journey from bloom 
to fruit takes several months.

This progression of life-cycle 
stages, in turn, kept her juggling her 
subjects. “Often, I would have to stop 
what I’m doing to sketch something 
that’s ephemeral,” she said. That 
might be the swelling of a young 
pomegranate fruit or the fall coloring 
of a franklinia leaf.

“I approached all of these with 
questioning,” she said. “What’s the 
purpose of this [part]? What happens 
afterward?”

U.S.BOTANIC GARDEN 
The coffee plant, with its bean seeds, by Mara Menahan for the U.S. Botanic Garden. 
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Her favorite painting is of an array 
of seeds that, like the coconut, are 
designed to be transported across 
bodies of water for dispersal. She 
captured 15 species of so-called sea 
beans.

The most distasteful assignment 
had to be her rendering of a cross 
section of a pitcher plant, sliced to 
reveal the pitcher’s foul digestive 
juices and the luckless flies within.

“It was really disgusting but shows 
how the plant eats the flies,” she 
said.

This was part of a focus on 
native carnivorous plants. Another 
beguiling image is of the Venus’s 
flytrap in flower. The delicate white 
blossoms are held aloft on long 
wiry stems, presumably to keep the 
pollinators from being eaten.

The images already have been 
incorporated into booklets and signs 
for visitors (Menahan also worked 
on an eight-panel mural for the 
conservatory’s new Mediterranean 
plant gallery), and the images will 
form part of the Botanic Garden’s 
archives.

Menahan is from Montana and is 
now heading to southern Utah to 
paint the geology, flora and fauna 
of the high mesa. Her sojourn east 
brought her to a lush, green world 
that Washingtonians probably take 
for granted. Autumn colors were 
a revelation, the humid summer 

more of an irritation, but she is 
struck by the rich confluence of 
Southern and Northern plants in 
the Mid-Atlantic. This abundance 
is intensified at the Botanic Garden, 
whose outdoor gardens on either 
side of Independence Avenue SW — 
the National Garden and Bartholdi 
Park — hold floral riches, native 
and exotic.

Menahan has been drawing birds 
since childhood but didn’t decide 
to become an artist until she was 
already a student of environmental 
science at the University of Montana. 

“I didn’t realize that natural history 
illustration was a career path,” 
she said. She switched majors 
and studied with other artists. She 
hopes to earn a master’s degree in 
fine art and knows that even if her 
painting career takes her beyond 
strict botanical illustration, her time 
at the Botanic Garden and her close 
examination of so much flora will 
stay with her. “It’s so grounded in 
looking that it will be the foundation 
of whatever artistic pursuits I move 
into,” she said. And she’ll never look 
at chocolate the same way again.

 U.S. BOTANIC GARDEN
Menahan said she was struck by the lushness of the Mid-Atlantic and the fall leaf colors. Oak 
leaves are rendered through a series of careful washes. Her work at the Botanic Garden was 
“so grounded in looking,” she said.



Name ___________________________________________________________ Date _____________________________

Observe the Details
Nature provides signs to reveal the seasons. No matter where you live, you expect colder weather in winter and 
the warmest weather in summer. Certain flowers pop through the soil or appear on branches in March, April or 
May. Likewise there are summer and fall bloomers and transitions in the color palette. Birds and other migratory 
animals have their cycles as well.

Writers, artists, scientists and many other professionals observe their yards, neighborhoods, parks and woods, and 
natural environment for signs of the seasons. Observe your neighborhood.

1. The current season is _________________________________________________________________.
2. I observe these three flowers in bloom. If you do not know their names, describe their color, shape and size.
    a.

 b.

 c.

3. Are there birds in your yard or neighborhood? 
 a. Which birds are there? If you do not know their names describe them, including color, size and markings.

 b. If there are no birds in your neighborhood, why do you think none are there?

4. A Home & Garden section writer on April 4 wrote: “April’s here, and weather-wise, anything can happen.  
 Northerners know better than to put away their snow shovels, and even a Mid-Atlantic gardener might think  
 twice about putting all the tomato plants in the ground, springlike though it may be. Snow or frost may still  
 appear.”
 a. What are climate characteristics of the month of April, according to the writer?

 b. Why is it important for gardeners and farmers to be aware of weather patterns, forecasts and 
  actual weather?

 c. What are the current weather conditions? Include temperature, precipitation and other observable conditions.



An Integrated Curriculum For The Washington Post Newspaper In Education Program

April 10, 2017 ©2017 THE WASHINGTON POST 

Volume 17 Issue 7

6

5. Check the Weather page in The Washington Post. It appears on the last page of the Metro section.
 a. Read the narrative. Summarize today’s expected weather in a sentence.

 b. Look out the window. Describe the weather that you observe. You may include how it has differed from   
     when you started your day. How close is the observed weather to the predicted weather?
 c. What is the predicted temperature range for this week?
 d. Is this the usual temperature range for this time of year where you live? 
 e. What is the record high for this day?
 f. What is the record low for this day?
 g. In the previous year, which month had the greatest fluctuation in precipitation from the “normal”?
 h. Looking at the Precipitation bar graph, what is the trend for the past six montths?
 i.  In addition to the print edition, what three other sources does The Washington Post provide for weather
     information?

6. Think about what you have just learned from your exploration of The Weather page. Write a statement about   
 the weather in the D.C. area.

7. Draw a sketch or take a photograph of one area in your yard or neighborhood where flowers, bushes and/  
 or trees are planted. (In the drawing you may add any animals that you have seen there in the last day.) 
 Add a paragraph to tell about this small piece of nature. 
 

FORECAST NARRATIVE TEMPERATURESFORECAST GRAPHIC

PRECIPITATION



Color in the Details
Drawing and painting require observing, recording and interpreting what one sees. Artists have to look, to 
look closely at the subject. They train themselves to observe the basics — details of shape, light, line, color and 
relationships of sizes.

 
Vincent van Gogh observed the shapes of hay bales, the seeds in sunflowers and the texture of iris. Ansel 
Adams had a grand scale with Yosemite’s peaks, trees and streams, but still utilized line and light. Lois Mailou 
Jones, artist and Howard University professor, used the street scenes and still life of Paris and country regions 
of Haiti as her subject matter. Georgia O’Keefe used the landscape of the American Southwest to paint sandy 
colors. In nature people are inspired.
 
Cut Sunflowers at Eastern Market, D.C.  

The artist’s work, below, shows her finished painting. Balance is seen in color placement, use of complements 
(see a color wheel), variety of shape and sizes. Look at the painting of sunflowers for examples of these 
qualities. Color the outline of the painting, on right. Chose your colors. Try to replicate lighting and use darker 
shades to create shadows.

You can create an 
outline from one of your 
photographs. Use either 
tracing paper over the photo 
image and enlarge it or 
draw the image freehand. 
Remember copyright 
protects the work of artists 
(including photographers) 
so it is best to use your 
own work.
 
Look around. Nature 
provides glorious 
assortments of forms.

©2017 ART WORK COURTESY CAROLPORTERART



Color in the Details
Single Tulip in a Garden

These flowers were appealing to the artist because of 
the bright lighting. Just walk around outdoors in your 
neighborhood, in a park or botanic garden.  You can 
see beautiful forms of nature. Plants and flowers are 
colorful subjects. This tulip was at the perfect stage 
of spring bloom.

The colors ranged from yellow, to yellow-orange, red-
orange, from red to red-violet. These colors are 

called analogous, because they are next to each other 
on the color wheel.

Use the sketch, below, to practice coloring, shading and 
playing with light. Refer to the photograph of tulips for 
their shading.
 
Select your own flowers to sketch — in the garden or 
in an arrangement. Look at the details: shape of the 
flower, number of petals, thickness and length of the 
stem, size and shape of the leaves.

©2017 ART WORK COURTESY CAROLPORTERART



Color in the Details
Outdoor Summer Cityscape 

Plein air painting is a great challenge. “Plein air” is French for painting out 
of doors. The Impressionists painters of the 19th century were famous for 
their outdoor work. They returned each day to their subjects to observe the 
effect of light. The light changes every 20 minutes as the sun rises and sets.
 
Look at the details in the photograph. In this example, foreground shows 
the tables under the tree canopy, middle ground shows the lighted potted 
plants and in the background, there is a building. Nature enhances it. Color 
the sketch that is based on the photograph.
 
Sketch an outdoor site. Take some photos for reference of light direction 
and to recall details and elements in the composition.

©2017 ART WORK COURTESY CAROLPORTERART



Color in the Details
Tree Landscape

Observe the presence of trees in your neighborhood. Do they form 
borders or provide shade? Are they towering, narrow or wide? Trees 
vary considerably and are influenced by climate.
 
The trees in this painting are lined up in a row. The artist thought the 
line of green tones against the sky and grass was interesting. Notice 
how the sky, the trees and the ground form a linear division of the 
composition for a pleasing look.
 
The trees are the same type, but vary through shadow, mid tones and 
highlights. The fun is in showing the variations. Note from where the 
light is coming. Light establishes the forms and defines the forms. 
Color the sketch. Make your sketch of trees in your neighborhood, a 
nearby park 

©2017 ART WORK COURTESY CAROLPORTERART



Look at Surroundings, Observe Details, Sketch, Paint

Your Visual References

Make sketches: horizontal, vertical or square.

Your Inspiration

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________
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By David Holahan 

•	Originally Published December 4, 2016

I love to watch the birds, but some 
days I despair. After meandering for 
an hour about fields, streams and 
forests, I often see nothing — or the 
equivalent: only juncos, aptly named, 
or common sparrows.

I try to comfort myself with other 
natural sights and sounds, but my 
mind won’t have it. Where are the 
avian rock stars? Like those winsome 
warblers? Whither the preposterous 
pileated woodpecker (the real Woody 
Woodpecker)? If a scarlet tanager 
makes a cameo once a year, one is 
supposed to be grateful.

But I am not. Most birders are not. 
We want action, color and sweet 
melodies. Worst of all, sometimes 
delightful species are about, but they 
won’t stay put for a positive ID, much 
less a leisurely look. The very instant 
binoculars focus on them they are 
gone, higher in the canopy or behind 
a leafy branch. They must think I’m 
going to bake them in a pie.

Enter the golden-crowned kinglet, 
a plump little royal that is blissfully 
indifferent to the presence of hoi 
polloi. Kinglets will pose in plain 
view, sometimes even flitting closer 

to their stalkers. Birds that are this 
accommodating almost always are 
the drab ones, or the usual suspects, 
your chickadees and titmice.

The kinglet, however, boasts a 
rich palette of orange, yellow, olive, 
white, black and gray, all artfully 
combined in a unique design that 
makes identification a breeze. One 
once landed in a bush within arm’s 
reach, cocked its colorful crown and 
stared — as if it was adding me to its 
life list of curiosities.

Kinglets are not common here in 
southeastern Connecticut, and that’s 
a big part of their appeal. Also 
appealing is their eminent inclusivity; 

they don’t seem to care whom they 
hang out with, often flocking with 
other species.

If spying a kinglet or some other 
scintillating songbird makes for a 
successful walk, does that mean 
uneventful sorties are a bust? Now 
that I am retired, I have more time 
not only to ramble but also to ponder 
such riddles.

Why is it, for example, that I 
don’t note in my journal when I 
see bluebirds, but only magnolia 
warblers, indigo buntings and such 
glitterati? In fact, bluebirds are quite 
fetching, but they also are common 
hereabouts. There’s the rub. They 

SUNDAY OPINION

What backyard birds can tell us 
about our changing world

THOmAS KIENzLE/AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE vIA GETTY ImAGES 
A raven flies in front of a tree in a park in Stuttgart, Germany. 
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used to be less so, and when I 
saw my first one years ago, I was 
smitten. Now we’re like old married 
people, barely taking note of each 
other as we go about our business.

In full mating plumage, male 
bluebirds are a brilliant azure blue 
about the head and back and brick 
red on the chest, with a white belly. 
The females are duller, and juveniles 
have a mottled look. They will sit 
on fence posts for minutes at a time, 
like practiced models. I vow to pay 
more attention to bluebirds in the 
future.

Bird watching is getting even 
harder because there are fewer 
birds every year. Two recent studies 
documented the decline: one, based 

on the annual Christmas count, 
reported that wintering North 
American birds are down by one 
third since 1966; the other predicts 
that unless conservation action is 
taken more than a third of North 
American bird species are at risk of 
extinction.

We take the environment for 
granted, assuming it will take care 
of itself and will always be there for 
us. We rarely stop and admire the 
bluebirds, even if we are out looking 
for birds. We just experienced two 
years of extreme electioneering 
during which global warming barely 
came up.

One doesn’t have to have a position 
on climate change to appreciate that 

our species is having a dramatic 
impact on the environment, as 
well as on fellow travelers aboard 
spaceship Earth. It isn’t just the 
iconic animals of Africa that are in 
trouble.

Even if we can summon the will to 
avert what virtually every scientist 
warns will be catastrophic warming, 
we nonetheless are leaving a much-
diminished place for our children 
and grandchildren to inhabit, not to 
mention kinglets.

Why would we do that?

David Holahan is a writer living in East 
Haddam, Conn.
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  “What backyard birds can tell us about our changing world”

1. The headline often provides a summary of the article. When you read the   
    headline what do you expect to be included in the Sunday Opinion piece?

2. After reading the first paragraph, you know you have to adjust the  
“definition” or idea about “backyard” that the headline writer used. 

  a. Where does David Holahan take his walks?
  b. How would you delineate the area encompassed by this “backyard”?

3. The author is a birder. Make a list of the birds that he includes in his  
 guest commentary.

4. Select one of the birds from the list you compiled. Find a picture 
  of the bird.
  a. Describe it from your observation.
  b. Read about the bird and write a 2- to 3-paragraph introduction to it.

  “[Birders] want action, color and sweet melodies”

5. This is a very colorful article. Colors are both stated and implied.
  a. Give five examples of color being explicitly stated.
  b. Give two examples of color being implied.

6. What color(s) does the bird you selected (See #4.) add to the piece?
  What melody does this bird add to the aural atmosphere?

   “Bird watching is getting even harder because there are 
   fewer birds every year.”

7. At paragraph 10, the author makes a transition. 
  a. Why is there interest in recent reports?
  b. One report is based on observation, the other presents a prediction.    
       How does one report support the other?

8. What irony exists within the bird watcher’s ardent seeking particular   
    birds (paragraphs 1-9) and his description of the bluebird?

9. The author concludes with expressing his view about climate change.
  a. What is his view of human involvement in climate change?
  b. What does he believe influences future generations?

10. Has the author effectively prepared readers for his conclusion? Support    
     your response.

Backyard Birds — A Closer Look
IN THE KNOW

Avert
Avian
Birder
Blissful
Catastrophic
Curiosity
Diminished
Eminent
Flitting
Flocking
Glitterati
Hoi polloi
Iconic
Inclusivity
Journal
Mottled
Palette
Plumage
Scintillating
Sorties
Wintering


