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Abstract 

 

Norman Rockwell is best known for creating illustrations that capture the heart of small-town 

America and the children that live there. Decades later, there are adults who are ready to believe 

that kids these days have lost interest in the outdoors and exploring their community, but is this a 

hasty conclusion? Even in modern times, children can still fly kites, tell ghost stories, and sell 

lemonade. In keeping with the sentiment of Rockwell’s work, art can help encourage children to 

learn and play outside of their homes as well as show adults that they can create an environment 

that nurtures children’s sense of adventure and conception of community. I have created a series 

of 8 illustrations that highlight the joys of small-town life and then explain how these scenarios 

are important to the development of both the children and the community. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

Norman Rockwell was a master of capturing the vibrancy of American small-town living. 

He created thousands of illustrations that span the majority of the twentieth century, including 

322 covers for The Saturday Evening Post.1 From ice cream shops to swimming holes, his most 

famous illustrations show children having fun in their communities. Kids were portrayed running 

around town and making their own fun. Far too often, these realistic depictions of small-town 

life in the early twentieth century lead people to believe that this lifestyle is a thing of the past. 

Modern technology contributes to this feeling in several ways. Saturation of the news can cause 

people to believe that the world is more dangerous than it actually is. Wide availability of 

streamable media entices children with a low sense of moderation to consume instant 

entertainment all day. Parents are reluctant to set their kids free outdoors for long periods of time 

and have an easy way to keep them inside the house. However, the fact that we no longer live in 

the 1950s doesn’t mean we can never rekindle the old-school comradery of small-town living. I 

believe that this sort of community is still achievable. Because of this sentiment, I created 

Rockwell, USA: a series of illustrations depicting a diverse cast of children exploring the world 

around them and adults that reinforce this behavior. They reflect the classic subject matter of 

Norman Rockwell’s work, but are created in a modern digital art style that shows a modern-

world town. These illustrations highlight that learning important developmental skills can also be 

fun! Through activities like tending to a garden, exchanging ghost stories, and selling lemonade, 

children learn how to interact with the world around them and make connections with other 

members of their community. Furthermore, this series is not just directed at kids -- as adults, we 

have a responsibility to protect the youth in our community and maintain an environment that 

                                                 
1 “Norman Rockwell - a Brief Biography - a Career in Illustration,” April 5, 2021. 
https://www.nrm.org/about/about-2/about-norman-rockwell/.  

https://www.nrm.org/about/about-2/about-norman-rockwell/
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enables them to learn these pivotal life skills. This project is meant to persuade those that have 

lost faith in local communities. Rockwell, USA is a series meant to be viewed in good fun while 

also offering hope for a more community-driven future. 

When I first began formulating Rockwell, USA, I was well aware that it was going to be a 

time-consuming project. Because of this, I did what I could to streamline the illustration process. 

Before the semester even began, I focused on laying some groundwork creating custom brushes 

on Clip Studio Paint. There are many recurring motifs in my illustrations, such as leaves, 

flowers, grass, and clouds. Typically, I would have to draw all of those by hand every time I 

needed them, but Clip Studio Paint has a custom brush feature that changes the game. For the 

flowers, I simply drew a few variations, registered them as material into the program, and loaded 

them into a brush. With this feature, I can stamp all of the flowers I need onto the illustration in a 

matter of seconds when it would otherwise take me much longer to accomplish. A single evening 

spent making these brushes saved me hours of time throughout the project. 

 I used the same general process for each illustration. First, I would create thumbnails that 

conveyed an idea relevant to Rockwell, USA’s theme. Thumbnails are small, rough sketches that 

help an artist decide on a composition for their art. An artist often draws multiple thumbnails 

before deciding which one is the most successful. They then use that thumbnail as a blueprint to 

create a sketch of the final composition. A sketch is tighter than a thumbnail and shows the 

shapes and forms more specifically. This allows the artist to know exactly where to draw when 

cleaning up the art. After the sketch comes the flat colors. Flat colors are simply the colors of the 

scene without highlights or shadows. The artist lays down the flat colors first because knowing 

what those are makes it easier to select colors for shading. Lastly, the finishing touches are 

added, including highlights, shadows, and blurring. The blurring of foreground and background 
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elements allows the viewer to focus more on the subject of the art. I used all of these steps when 

creating my illustrations, and it helped them have more effective compositions, color palettes, 

and forms. 

For my first illustration, I wanted to start with a concept that falls more into my “comfort 

zone.” I have plenty of prior experience drawing natural settings -- trees, shrubs, and flowers are 

all among my favorite subjects to doodle in the margins of my homework. I am a little less 

comfortable drawing man-made structures such as vehicles and buildings. Because of this, 

Crossing the Creek (fig. 1) was the first illustration created in the series.  

The inspiration for Crossing the Creek is something I hold near and dear to my heart: 

forest exploration. Throughout both middle and high school, I was a member of the cross-

country team. One of the highlights of every summer was the weekday conditioning practices. If 

we were lucky, the practice would take place in our district’s park, which was rich with trails that 

weaved throughout the forest. Running straight through the center of the park was Baugo Creek, 

the namesake of our township. Once the team was deep enough in the forest to disappear from 

our coach’s view, the running would come to a halt and the exploration would begin. A highlight 

of these practices was when we 

would discover a fallen tree that 

spanned the length of the creek. 

Any teenage brain that encounters 

such a sight is overcome with the 

temptation to walk across the tree. 

If you successfully traversed the 

log, you got bragging rights for the 
Figure 1, Crossing the Creek, Ally Isenbarger, 2021. 
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rest of the practice. However, a single poorly-placed step would send you straight overboard into 

the water, instantly making you the punchline of every joke for the next week.  

This sort of risk-taking seems insignificant, but it is pivotal in a child’s development. If 

you fall off the tree, the consequence is merely a two-foot drop into some shallow water and a 

healthy dose of humiliation. But the fact that there is a consequence at all makes the process all 

the more thrilling to a child. Children are meant to test the waters when presented with the 

opportunity; it’s how they learn cause and effect.  

During the creation of Crossing the Creek, I learned my first of many lessons about the 

artistic process. I ran into a roadblock that impacted the pacing for completing the illustration. I 

presented the preliminary sketch to my class and received feedback from my peers. With five 

days to finish the illustration, I jumped straight into making sure the sketch was completely ready 

to go before beginning the clean-up process. After a while, however, I reached a point at which I 

couldn’t seem to fix the sketch of one of the kids. Every adjustment I made looked wrong and I 

needed to step away from the project to give my mind a chance to breathe. I gave myself a 

benign hour-long break that soon stretched into three days. I was so hung up on that one portion 

of the sketch that I procrastinated tackling any of it. With less than two days before the due date, 

it suddenly dawned on me that I could simply begin the clean-up process for the parts of the 

sketch that were finished, and try again on the difficult portion afterward. That idea opened the 

floodgates for me and I worked tirelessly on it until I finally completed the illustration the day it 

was due. It was very fortunate that I had this revelation on the first piece of the series; it saved 

me a lot of time when working on the pieces that followed. There is no rigid process to complete 

a work of art; it is just a matter of working on what you can until the project is complete.  
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My second illustration is titled Gardening with Grandma (fig. 2). I knew I wanted to 

highlight the passing-down of tradition in one of my pieces, and gardening was the perfect way 

to introduce this topic. Gardening is an activity that spans across all cultures and has been 

prevalent since the dawn of civilization, so it’s an optimum candidate for representing this 

concept. Children, especially preschool-aged ones like the little girl depicted in this illustration, 

are constantly absorbing information and learning new things about the world around them. I 

have many memories from being a child of this age, sitting with my mom and talking her ear off 

as she baked cookies, planted flowers, repainted walls of the house, and graded her students’ 

homework. Kids can understand 

the basis of so many skills by 

watching adults work. Children 

are drawn to it. There is something 

specifically incredible about 

learning to garden; you have to 

care for a living thing that depends 

upon your vigilance and be patient 

for the flowers to bloom. 

Gardening with Grandma, came with its own set of challenges. Finding the best poses for 

each character was an arduous process; I have a document that is full of rejected character 

sketches for this piece. I wanted to be more mindful of the composition this time around, so that 

meant rejecting poses that didn’t work with my triangular focal point. I also had to nix poses that 

were covering up important elements, drawn from the wrong perspective, and just overall not 

looking quite right. After I finally settled on poses that I liked, I had ten character sketches that 

Figure 2, Gardening with Grandma, Ally Isenbarger, 2021. 
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were tossed. As much as that sounds like a lot of wasted time, it is often an important step in the 

creative process; the first idea is rarely the best one, and it is sometimes necessary to go through 

several iterations of a rough draft before finding the optimum one to clean up. 

The third piece, Stories by Fireside (fig. 3), is all about the power of folklore. Whether a 

tale is passed down from person to person for decades or improvised on the spot, storytelling is 

intertwined in both child and community culture. Hearing one of these folktales sparks a 

conversation about the validity of the story. Some tend to be believers, while others tend to be 

skeptics. Whether or not the audience believes the storyteller, it plants a seed in their minds: 

perhaps there are still mysteries in this world that remain unsolved. Stories of monsters and 

ghosts that roam the woods of 

their little town may spook the 

children, but it kindles that flame 

of adventure that encourages them 

to see if they can find the truth for 

themselves. The element of 

mystery creates memories that 

tend to persist into adulthood. 

Due to the drama of a 

spooky story, I decided it would be fitting to use dramatic lighting and colors for this scene. The 

glow of the fire and the nighttime shadows was the perfect setup to use a complementary color 

scheme. Complementary colors fall opposite to each other on the color wheel, which makes them 

more aesthetically pleasing. Blue and orange are complementary colors, which worked great in 

this campfire scene. I stuck exclusively to these blues and oranges to limit my color palette and 

Figure 3, Stories by Fireside, Ally Isenbarger, 2021 
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make the lighting appear extra harsh. I also chose to keep defined edges on the shadows to 

further strengthen the lighting. This shading really added to the drama of the illustration and 

makes Stories by Fireside one of my favorite pieces from this series. 

My fourth illustration is titled Puddle Jumping (fig. 4). As wonderful as it sounds, not 

every summer day is full of sunshine; one must deal with the occasional downpour and dreary 

sky. However, rainy days are when children show what makes them so special: they are able to 

find the fun in any situation. As adults, we tend to overthink these scenarios: What if my clothes 

get stained? How long will it take 

to wash the mud out of my hair? 

What if someone judges me? 

Children do not have such 

inhibitions. If it looks fun now, 

then just do it! There is no 

overthinking, just splashing and 

dancing. Maybe they were looking 

forward to some outdoor activities 

that got cancelled due to the weather. Maybe they are disappointed in this turn of events. Even 

so, they pick themselves up and find a new way to seize the day, and that is a level of flexibility 

that we could stand to learn as grown-ups. 

I worked on Puddle Jumping during early March: when Ball State students typically 

enjoy their spring break. I would be lying if I said I was motivated to draw throughout this entire 

project; humans are not robots and cannot operate in perpetual motion, even if the task at hand is 

their passion. With no break midway through the semester and the classwork piling on, this 

Figure 4, Puddle Jumping, Ally Isenbarger, 2021. 
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illustration was a struggle to complete. That being said, it taught me a valuable lesson: burnout is 

a very real risk in the art industry, and one must learn to prevent it when it’s possible, and 

overcome it when it’s unavoidable. 

With a refreshed spirit, I created the fifth illustration of the series, Treats after Tee Ball 

(fig. 5). This piece focused on the importance of group bonding, not just between children, but 

between members of a community. Sports like tee ball are some of the earliest forms of 

teamwork in which a child can participate. Sports at such a young age are not about winning as 

much as they are about group bonding and collaboration. These kids learn that if they work hard 

and play nice with others, they get rewarded, typically with some sort of post-game frozen treat. 

I chose to set the scene in front of 

a walk-up ice cream shop as a nod 

to both Norman Rockwell’s 

classic soda fountain illustrations 

and Dari Fair, an Osceola ice 

cream place that’s my personal 

warm-weather favorite. An 

important aspect of collaboration 

happens outside of the game itself: 

local businesses are usually the ones to sponsor little league teams. This is an ongoing practice 

that enriches the community and encourages children to socialize and learn new skills. This is 

one of my favorite examples of small-town comradery, and so I was thrilled that I had time to 

create an illustration inspired by it. 

Figure 5, Treats after Tee Ball, Ally Isenbarger, 2021. 
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While working on Treats after Tee Ball, I learned that the point of view in an illustration 

can help drive the narrative of the artwork. Initially, the scene was drawn from a different angle 

that looked as though the viewer was seeing the characters from a higher up vantage point. I 

didn’t have a solid reason for this; it was simply how I thought to draw it first. Upon showing the 

sketch to my peers, one of my classmates suggested that I redraw the scene from a lower angle. I 

resisted this idea because it required some backtracking before moving forward, but I listened to 

their advice anyway. This new point of view helped the piece immensely! The perspective of an 

illustration can really help reinforce the mood of the piece; in this instance, a lower angle 

brought the viewer to the same level as the characters, which created a more tight-knit and 

intimate setting that allowed the viewer to feel included in the fun! Sometimes backtracking on a 

project is worth the extra time spent. 

For the sixth piece, Lemonade Stand (fig. 6), the lesson to be learned is directed at the 

adult viewers of Rockwell, USA. Children are constantly learning about how to interact with the 

world around them, and it is up to the adults in their community to create an environment that 

encourages this process. When 

kids set up a lemonade stand, they 

have a great time when parents, 

aunts, and uncles walk up to order 

a drink; but what really makes 

their day is when a neighbor from 

down the street drops by to make a 

purchase. These small acts of 

support that cost very little time 
Figure 6, Lemonade Stand, Ally Isenbarger, 2021. 
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and money for an adult, hold tremendous value for a child. Ideally these kids already trust the 

adults in their inner circle, but need some extra encouragement to learn that their neighbors are 

also looking out for them. The old saying “it takes a village to raise a child” exists for a reason, 

and it’s always worth it to give these children a reason to love their community. 

When creating an illustration, it is easy to assume the audience is as immersed in that 

scene as you are. But while you can imagine the environment in full detail, the audience needs 

you to communicate that vision to them in order to see that world in the same way. I often 

focused too much on the characters interacting and not enough on the environment in which I 

placed them. With Lemonade Stand, I discovered the power of introducing props to add character 

to a scene. The sidewalk chalk drawings and bumblebees are elements that weren’t required in a 

lemonade stand scene, but once they were included in the composition they placed the characters 

in a more believable environment. 

The seventh illustration, Windy Day Chase (fig. 7), is fairly straightforward: running 

around outside is fun! The large grassy fields that often accompany farm land are perfect for 

frolicking. There is something about running as fast as possible on a windy day that brings such 

immense joy. When kids run 

around like this, it reminds us 

adults that there are little things in 

life that can always be enjoyed 

with unbridled optimism. In this 

illustration, the dog plays a more 

prominent role as it chases the 

child. A dog is included in every 
Figure 7. Windy Day Chase, Ally Isenbarger, 2021. 
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installment of Rockwell, USA because dogs represent all of the best qualities also present in a 

child: innocence, energy, and unconditional love. There is an unshakeable bond between humans 

and dogs that I want to see reflected in members of a community. Dogs want to run around even 

more than children do, so I had to make sure that was represented in this illustration. 

Digital art software is filled with tools that make drawing more efficient -- in fact, there 

are so many tools that I often stumble upon ones that I never noticed before and it revolutionizes 

my workflow. During the sketch phase of Windy Day Chase, I discovered one such tool: the 

perspective ruler. With this tool, I could place a ruler that identified the coordinates of a 

vanishing point and forced every line I drew to head towards that point. In other words, I could 

create illustrations that look technically accurate without having to line everything up in 

perspective myself! This saved me so much time when sketching the soybean field in this 

illustration. 

The eighth and final illustration is titled Catching Fireflies (fig. 8). I wanted to capture 

the serenity of a quiet summer night: stars filling the sky, fireflies hovering above the ground, 

and friends having conversation. 

There’s something about 

nighttime that cultivates these 

intimate moments with friends; 

everyone is just more willing to 

talk about some deep topics and 

discuss their aspirations. These 

late-night conversations are some 

of my favorite parts of the Figure 8, Catching Fireflies, Ally Isenbarger, 2021. 
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summer, when the warm breeze and sounds of bugs open one’s mind to appreciate the beauty of 

the universe. I am happy to wrap up this series on such a peaceful note.  

I wanted to try something new with Catching Fireflies: a fish-eye lens effect. In 

photography, a fish-eye lens distorts a photo by enlarging the center of the frame and shrinking 

the edges. The resulting effect looks similar to looking through a glass fish bowl. I mimicked this 

effect by enlarging the characters and squishing the peripherals. I drew this distortion by hand, 

then enhanced it using the “fish-eye lens” effect in Clip Studio Paint. This effect places the focus 

on the characters, especially the outstretched hand; it emphasizes the sense of exploration and 

childlike wonder of reaching out and experiencing the natural world first-hand. 

While these eight illustrations were created during the Art 490 course, Rockwell, USA is a 

project that I plan to continue well into my life post-graduation. I have a lengthy list of ideas for 

future illustrations that I did not have the time to work on this semester. When the series is long 

enough, I want to print them as posters or potentially an art book. Of course, I will still have 

them all posted online for people to view for free! I want Rockwell, USA to be widely accessible 

to both children and adults, and I hope it impacts them as much as it has impacted me. I believe 

in a world that’s capable of enriching the lives of children through outdoor exploration and 

community values, and while too many people are not experiencing this in real life, the citizens 

of Rockwell, USA give us hope that a more caring society is achievable, and it starts with 

encouraging the younger generation.  
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