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Kyle Pierce is an illustrator & photographer who enjoys building layered narratives from pho-
tographs, illustrations and bits of hand-drawn type. His work has been recognized by American 
Illustration, HOW, Communication Arts and Print’s Regional Design Annual. Clients include Mc-
Cann Erickson, Chronicle Books, The Globe and Mail, The National Museum of Natural History 
(Smithsonian), The Exploratorium, Harvard Business Review, Kiplinger’s, Time Out Chicago, Cleve-
land Magazine, Elixir Design, Chen Design Associates, prAna, Sportsnet, Carleton College and the 
American Institute for Graphic Arts (AIGA). Kyle lives in San Francisco with his wife and two sons. 

B AC KG R O U N D

My early years were documented with a Vivitar 110, a modest camera with built-in flash and styl-
ish wrist-strap. My dad later gave me his father’s Nikon S-2, a 35mm rangefinder with a 50mm f/1.4 
lens. I learned to calculate exposure without the aid of a light meter and experiment with depth of 
field. 50mm lenses are great for portraits and I found myself getting closer and closer to the subjects 
of my photographs. Because I’m interested in photography as a means to document my life, subject 
matter varies widely: from toddlers and grandparents to interiors and botanicals. Lately—well, for 
perhaps the past 12 years—I’ve been shooting with a medium-format, twin lens reflex camera. I take 
it with me nearly everywhere.

Growing up, I learned to draw as most kids do. In lieu of giving gifts, I spent hours composing 
birthday, “get well soon,” and Christmas cards for my family well into high school. In college, my 
drawings served as sketches for larger paintings until I realized that I enjoyed making the draw-
ings more. There was an immediacy to drawing by hand that made the result feel more alive. I use 
primarily pencil, ink oil pastel, and water color, and draw from life, photographs and memory. 
In recent years, my illustrations have incorporated photography, allowing me to merge the real and 
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surreal in an authentic way. The juxtaposition creates an element of whimsy in my work and deliv-
ers a more complex narrative as I’m able to marry mental imagery (e.g. thoughts, dreams, desires, 
memories, ideas and feelings) with the photographic.

S O U R C E S  O F  A R T I S T I C  I N S P I R AT I O N

John R. Neill (illustrator of L. Frank Baum’s Wizard of Oz series), Shel Silverstein, Johnny Gru-
elle (author & illustrator of the Raggedy Ann & Andy stories), Uta Barth, Henri Rousseau, William 
Gedney, Paul Klee, Edward Gorey, John James Audubon and various films from my childhood that 
married live action with animation: Bedknobs and Broomsticks, Mary Poppins, Dot and the Kanga-
roo, and Pete’s Dragon.

www.kylepierceillustration.com 

A B O U T  T H E  A RT I ST
Continued



5KY L E  P I E RC E  FO R  N M N H :  Q? R I U S  M U RA L  K EY

The mural is a wonderful opportunity to challenge the visitor’s perceptions of science. Many people 
don’t have (or don’t know they have) exposure to science beyond their classroom text books. As a 
result, science can be perceived as difficult, intimidating, dry and esoteric; in other words, “not for 
me.” My hope for the mural is that it can help reshape visitor’s ideas about science and set their 
expectations for an experience at Q?rius that is fun, dynamic, supportive, personally relevant, and 
inspiring. More specifically, here’s what I set out to accomplish:

• Explore the breadth and depth of science in a visually poetic manner.

• Touch on each of the museum’s seven science departments: 

 Anthropology—photos of people, illustrations of scientific instruments (magnifying glass,   
 microscope), illustrations of Australian bark painting and Maasai shield (from Collections   
 Wall), video icons referencing technology. 

 Botany—plants featured in photography & illustration, including pine cones (from 
 Collections Wall) and morning glory vines (Ipomoea alba) descending from ceiling/windows.

 Entomology—illustration of Harlequin Beetle (from the Collections Wall)

 Invertebrate Zoology—illustration of giant squid and sea star.

 Mineral Sciences—photo of ore cart with specimen call-outs: Chrysocolla, Calcite, Shale, 
 Barite.

 Paleobiology—stegosaurus skeleton drawn from the National Museum of Natural History’s  
 collection.

 Vertebrate Zoology (Birds, Fishes, Mammals, Reptiles & Amphibians)—illustrated animal(s)  
 include a black-tailed jackrabbit (Lepus californicus), gray squirrel and striped skunk and   
 various feathers (from the Collections Wall).

CO N C E P T
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• Include references to technology, both because it’s used as a tool for understanding the natural 
world and to underscore that the natural world isn’t completely separated from ours. I opted to 
incorporate video icons as they have stood the test of (non-geological) time and, unlike hardware, 
won’t quickly be outdated. Icons include:
 
 Play—Located to the left of the sliding doors, the play icon serves as a directional arrow into  
 the center and has a separate connotation of “fun”.

 Pause—Located beneath the magnifying glass and adjacent to the quote where visitors may  
 have reason to pause to read and reflect.

 Audio—Adjacent to the stegosaurus, this icon is employed for volume control. Referencing 
 sound, it hints at the role that a variety of senses play in understanding the natural world.

 Closed Caption—Shown far-right as a speech bubble. Closed captions (CC) are sometimes 
 synonymous with subtitles and are a means of displaying text on a visual display to provide  
 additional or interpretive information.

• Be rich in color and detail.

• Reward the keen observer (while not impeding the flow of traffic through the Center’s entrance 
and exit.

• Feel organically connected to the space. The mural’s density varies horizontally and vertically, 
dissipating as it reaches higher on the wall. Illustration extends over and off the photography, con-
necting disparate images while providing an illusion that it has run onto the wall itself. The illustra-
tion interacts with wall features, utilizing the windows and ceiling height to advantage. The circles 
and arrows speak to the concept of “connectedness”, in both our natural world and digital lives. I 
pulled the medium gray wall color down inside a few of the circles over the photographs and, con-
versely, filled a handful of circles on the wall above with fragments of the photos below as if they 
are effervescing. To me, these moves make the mural feel more dynamic and less constrained.

CO N C E P T
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• Reference—individually (as drawings, photos and lettering) and as a whole—field guides and the 
discoveries inherent through observation. I’ve always been inspired by Aldo Leopold’s seminal book 
A Sand County Almanac: And Sketches Here and There. Journals are referenced through the combi-
nation of visual elements: photography, illustration, and text—including illustration of some of the 
Museum’s 20,000 natural specimens.

• “The question is not what you look at, but what you see.” I included this quote from Henry David 
Thoreau because I like the idea of “looking deeper.” Like life generally, NMNH, Q?rius and the mu-
ral (hopefully) rewards the curious.

• Harness my education. I earned a Bachelor of Science in Biology (emphasis in Evolution and 
Ecology) and a Bachelor of Art in Studio Art at the University of California, Davis. One of the most 
beautiful “artworks” I saw in school was a film of platelets running through a vein during a physi-
ology class. The combination of form and function in nature is breathtaking and I am perpetually 
inspired by it.

CO N C E P T
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P H OTO G RA P H Y
Strybing Arboretum, San Francisco, California (2006)
Note: The arboretum is one of my favorite places in the city. This image was 
chosen for its color, foreground (which allowed me to readily place illustration), 
and blown-out sky, creating an organic “ramp” that leads you into the space.

My wife’s arm, East Helena, Montana (2006)
Note: I wanted to include people in the mural without showing faces. Cropped 
this way, the arm is less about my wife and more about interaction with a par-
ticular environment.

Rock collection, Helena, Montana (2010)
Note: This photo was selected to reference Mineral Sciences. The rocks are all 
native to Montana, which is called the Treasure State because of its immense 
mineral wealth.

Family descending Mount Helena, Helena, Montana (2010)
Note: Montana is also known as “Big Sky Country” and for good reason. This 
photograph provides a nice contrast to the adjacent ore cart detail and allows 
the stegosaurus to step out into an open landscape (where it once roamed).

All of the photographs included in the mural were taken with a medium format camera over 
a period of 10 years. The camera uses 120 film to produce 2-1/4” square negatives which 
lend themselves to being arranged in grids. I employ a limited depth of field in many of my 
photographs, and often crop the image within the viewfinder at close range—techniques that 
both communicate a focus on observation and “doing”. If you look carefully, you’ll notice 
that features in the four right-most photographs line up with one another to create a kind of 
“exquisite corpse”. The undulating line is reflected in the drawings of the stegosaurus and 
giant squid.

Fishing in the Bears Paw Mountains with my wife’s cousin’s husband near 
Havre, Montana (2006)
Note: More hands without a face. This photograph was included as it allowed 
me to include a body of water and ground the Giant Squid in a fun way.
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P H OTO G RA P H Y
Continued

A friend’s family cabin in 
Northern California (2011)

My son’s journal, Yosemite Na-
tional Park (2011)

Maui, looking at Lanai (2012)

Highway 395 near Lee Vining, 
California (2003)

My son (not visible in mural), 
Maui (2012)

Sunset, Costa Rica (2005)

Huntington Gardens,  
Pasadena, California (2006)

Mammoth Lakes, California 
(2011)

My mother’s home in East Hel-
ena, Montana (2003)

My father-in-law and son at 
Santa Anita Park, Arcadia, 
California (2007)

My son (not visible in mural) 
at Hubbard Park, Montepelier, 
Vermont (2006)

Palm tree in Pasadena, Califor-
nia (2004)
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I L LU ST RAT I O N

Pinecones (Botany)

Various feathers (Vertebrate 
Zoology - Birds)

Australian Bark Painting (An-
thropology)

Maasai Shield (Anthropology)

Harlequin Beetle (Entomology)

Striped Skunk (Vertebrate Zo-
ology - Mammals)

Sea Star (Invertebrate Zoology)

Illustrations of various specimens from the Collections Wall were “put back into nature.” 
Specimens were chosen for a variety of reasons: to reflect different research departments at 
the Museum; for features that would translate well in black & white; and for their ability to 
integrate well with other mural elements. The drawings were made very literally from the 
specimens to increase the chances that visitors will recognize the recontextualization.
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I L LU ST RAT I O N
Continued

Lepus californicus (Black-
Tailed Jack Rabbit)

Gray Squirrel

Stegosaurus stenops

Magnifying Glass

Microscope

Giant Squid

Circles and arrows

Ipomoea alba (Morning Glory 
vine)

Play icon

Pause icon

Audio iconElapsed Time

Closed Caption icon
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The majority of my work-to-date has been reproduced at a much smaller scale for magazines, books, 
advertising and other miscellaneous collateral. The physical size of the mural (43' wide by 17.5' tall)  
was liberating in many respects, allowing me to think differently about my work and its future ap-
plication.

My initial sketches were composed from relatively low-resolution scans of my photographic nega-
tives and hand-drawn illustrations. I work on a Mac and use Photoshop to compose unique ele-
ments; at one point my working file included 145 individual layers. Once the mural design was 
approved, the wall was measured to the quarter inch—identifying the precise location of electrical 
outlets, windows, security cameras, doors, hand rail and exit signs. At this point, the entire mural 
was rebuilt as a high-resolution file and all illustrations were redrawn larger and rescanned. Nega-
tives were re-digitized via drum scanner to maximize their resolution (for the largest photographs, 
scans were approximately 1 GB each). To manage the unwieldy file size, I split the mural into two at 
the sliding entry door. The file to the left of the entry door was 4.31 GB; to the right it was 22.49 GB. 
Both were composed at a resolution of 300 pixels/inch.

P RO D U C T I O N  N OT ES


