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Inside Artist Chandler O’Leary’s Sketchbook

 “If I could do anything in the world, I 
would be doing what we are doing right now,” 
Chandler O’ Leary said. And I had to agree.

O’Leary said this on a recent crisp fall 
morning, as I was sitting down to sketch with 
her. She is my favorite artist and her work is 
steadily saturating the aesthetic of the South 
Sound. O’Leary is well known for her series 
of Dead Feminists prints, a collaboration 
with letterpress artist Jessica Spring, as 
well as her detailed, yet simple style. 

Anagram Press is both her pseudonym 
and the name of her business, and under 
this umbrella she has created a large 
amount of easily recognized commission 
work, including logos for businesses such 
as Pint Defiance as well as the illustrated 
theme on the backs of the Tacoma Makes 
playing cards released earlier this year. 

The day we met was cloudy, quiet and a 
lit tle breezy. The artist and I sat down together 
at the recently renovated Old Town Dock, 
a space that also hosts another project of 
O’Leary’s. Called Droplets, the piece consists 
of 24 medallions, most smaller than the palm 
of your hand. They are mounted in seemingly 
random places along the dock without any 
patterning or rhythm to their placement. 

Each medallion is like a lit tle vignette 
or porthole — they are small circles that 
allow a glimpse into the memories that 
surround the Tacoma waterfront. All 24 were 
inspired by events that actually took place 
in this space — from Dragon Boat racing 
to 1950’s wedding scenes to the path of the 
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Chandelier Tree on a road trip to California 

The Nisqually Delta and the Olympics 

Left : O’Leary’s self-portrait
Bottom: Tools of her trade

Telling Pictures
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There is 
something 
beautiful  
in every 

direction.

train traveling parallel to Ruston Way. 
Visitors to the dock aren’t told where 

the various medallions are hidden, and 
the artist isn’t giving up any secrets. Some 
are in plain sight, but others take some 
searching, “including one that can only 
be seen from a boat,” O’Leary admits 
with a small laugh. There is a childlike 
delight in finding each medallion — 
the viewers are meant to explore and 
participate with the art around them. 

As O’Leary took out her simple 
sketchbook, a fine-tipped pen and 
case of watercolors, people around us 
slowly strolled by, glancing out at the 
water and occasionally stopping to 
look at the medallions. I had to agree 
with the artist when she explained why: 
“It’s great to come out here and get a 
sense of the place. There is something 
beautiful in every direction.” 

There is a universal beauty in her 
work, and the composition allows 
each sketch or fully realized work to 
feel almost like a dream or memory. 
O’Leary admitted that this is not so 
much an intentional act, but more of a 
consequence of what surrounds her: “I’m 
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interested in inherently beautiful things.” 
As O’Leary began work on this project, 

she researched the Old Town Dock and its 
various roles throughout Tacoma’s history. 
The stories that emerged were fascinating.

“I love when my work can trigger these 
memories,” O’Leary shared. “That is why 
I was so excited about these medallions.” 
People began approaching her with stories 
of sailing on the Puget Sound, marriage 
proposals on the pier and searching for 
shells on the shores below the dock. “We 
never would have heard these stories if 
people hadn’t been moved to share them.”

And now I too had a moment to 
remember on this slice of the Sound 
— and the added benefit of it being 
recorded in both my favorite Tacoma 
artist’s sketchbook and in my own.

Watch Our VideO
See more of this interview online. 
southsoundmag.com

Vignettes from “Droplets” on Tacoma’s Old Town Dock 
84



Travel Blog
The artist maintains a beautiful 

blog that document her travels through 
art. She illustrates her travels from 
the train, the passenger seat of a car 
and more. “Drawing really does a lot 
for my memory. When I draw a place, 
it is ingrained in perfect detail in 
my mind.” Visit drawntheroadagain.
com to see her on-the-go illustrations 
of the Northwest and beyond.

To read more about the Old Town 
Dock project, Droplets, visit anagram-
press.com/blog/droplets/. Purchase her 
art at etsy.com/shop/anagrampress.

Motion Pictures 

Daffodil Motel, Milton 

Watching Commencement Bay Fireworks 
from Jef f and Carol’s Porch 
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