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When Peggy MacnaMara 
Was seen draWing regularly 
at ChiCago’s Field MuseuM 
oF natural history, she Was 
invited behind the sCenes 
For a Closer look.

by Stefanie Laufersweiler

P
eggy Macnamara was gathering reference 
material for painting when I called her for 
an interview last August. “I’ve been catching 
spiders because it’s their time,” she told me, 
and then explained that she collects them in 
plastic zipper bags, keeping them long 
enough to study for a bit before releasing 
them. “They’re fabulous!” said Macnamara. 

“Their house gets destroyed, and they just build another 
one the next day. We’re complete babies in comparison. 
Our refrigerator breaks, and we’re out for the week.” 

Macnamara’s enthusiasm for consuming and sharing 
details about the creatures she paints shows no signs of 
slowing: She has been the artist-in-residence at Chicago’s 
Field Museum of Natural History—one of the largest and 
best of its kind—for three decades. Although she has trav-
eled near and far with the museum’s scientists to paint the 
wildlife of the world, she began by just showing up at the 
museum one day, intending to sketch as a means of escape.  

Today, a large collection of Macnamara’s original water-
color paintings of insects, birds and mammals are on 
permanent display at the museum, and she has her own 
studio on the premises (see a photo of the space, page 34). 
Hundreds of museumgoers flock to see her on Members’ 
Nights, when the Field grants access to areas of the 
museum not normally open to the public.   

Creatures 
Great 
and 
Small 

Macnamara’s students inspire her to try new things. “When i saw the 
animation work they were doing, i thought i’d try to make my 
images move too,” she says, referring to Heron Fishing (watercolor 
on paper, 30x40). “it helps to have photos that record each 
successive move the bird makes.” her pencil lines typically disappear 
under layers of watercolor, but she doesn’t worry when they don’t. 
“People tell me they love seeing the process on the paper,” she says.

“I had a studio at home, but also seven children,” says 
Macnamara. “I would get a babysitter, drive to the Field 
Museum and draw for four hours, and everything would 
hold still. For the first two or three years, I went every day 
and drew whatever was there on the main floors. It was 
heavenly. It was like going and having a drink with your 
friend. That’s how I got into the material.”


