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Laura Cunningham

Laura Cunningham grew up in Kensington, California, where 
she became interested in observing nature at the local parks, such as 
Tilden-Wildcat Canyon Regional Park. There, she hiked about and was 
never without binoculars and a notepad to observe and sketch lizards, 
snakes, salamanders, treefrogs, birds, mammal tracks, and plants. One 
day in the 1980s, she met a fellow out taking a walk in Tilden Regional 
Park, and as they mutually were observing the variety of species 
present, he encouraged her to further observe nature—only later was 
she to realize that this was the late Dr. Robert Stebbins. They later 
formed a friendship and shared notes about art and painting, before 
his passing.

Cunningham always had an interest in art and is largely a self-
taught artist. A goal of hers has been to combine art and science in 
order to better understand, conserve, and restore native species 
and their habitats. She majored in Paleontology at the University of 
California, Berkeley, with a particular interest in Mesozoic reptile 
faunas, Quaternary research, and paleobotanical studies. Her interest 
in natural history continued, and she became involved with the 
Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, taking classes and field trips with 
Dr. Harry Greene, Dr. James Patton, and the late Dr. Ned Johnson in 
classes based on the Joseph Grinnell method of field observation. 
Cunningham had many good memories of lifting logs in search of 

salamanders, photographing rattlesnakes, and catching Western 
Whiptails (Aspidoscelis tigris) with a fishing line noose and pole, on 
Zoology field trips in the Bay Area and to the eastern Mojave Desert 
in the mid-1980s. This was life changing. From then on, Cunningham 
embraced this scientific method of observing the natural world, 
including reptiles and amphibians, and used the method in many 
future biological and illustration projects. Field sketching was 
encouraged.

In keeping with her long parallel interest in art, Cunningham 
attended a Natural Science Illustration graduate program from 1990–
1991 at the University of California, Santa Cruz (now at California 
State University, Monterey Bay). She is a self-taught oil painter, visiting 
various museums to study the old masters. She uses her field sketches 
to inform her more detailed oil paintings depicting scenes of California 
reptiles and amphibians, and other species, in their native habitats, 
based on field observations.

After college, Cunningham worked for various agencies seasonally, 
including the California Department of Fish and Wildlife, monitoring 
Black Toads (Anaxyrus exsul) in Deep Springs Valley, as well as endemic 
pupfish in the Owens River system with Steve Parmenter. In the mid-
1990s, she worked for the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) Biological 
Resources Division on a declining amphibian study spearheaded by 

The Panamint Alligator Lizard (Elgaria panamintina); Oil 
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the late Dr. Gary Fellers. Springs were spent surveying for Foothill 
Yellow-legged Frogs (Rana boylii) and Red-legged Frogs (R. aurora 
and R. draytonii), and on occasion, rare Hydromantes salamanders in 
caves. Summers were spent backpacking into the remote mountains 
of Yosemite and Sequoia-Kings Canyon National Parks surveying for 
Sierra Nevada Yellow-legged Frogs (Rana sierrae), Southern Mountain 
Yellow-legged Frogs (R. muscosa), Yosemite Toads (A. canorus), 
and other species. In the mid-2000s, Cunningham worked on an 
Inventorying and Monitoring project for the National Park Service 
in cooperation with USGS, to discover new species of reptiles and 
amphibians in Death Valley National Park. Working with the late Dr. 
David Morafka in the early 2000s on a USGS Species at Risk study of 
the Panamint Alligator Lizard (Elgaria panamintina) was rewarding 
and challenging. Cunningham led fieldwork to survey for these lizards, 
and describe their habitat, ecology, and threat assessment.

During all these field work assignments, Cunningham continued 
to collect natural history observations in her notebook, including 
abundant field sketches with pen and ink or pencil on paper. She 
collected information about the natural history of California, including 
its past, and the many extinct species filling many bookshelves. This 
formed the basis for oil paintings to try to reconstruct early California 
landscapes and herpetofaunas, in a project for a future book.

In 2010, she published a book on the historical ecology of 
California, A State of Change: Forgotten Landscapes of California 
(Heyday). The manuscript included much on the state’s reptiles and 

amphibians, although due to print book limitations, most of this 
content was left out. A chapter devoted to the Mojave and Colorado 
Deserts was left on the editing room floor. The book was beautifully 
published by Malcolm Margolin with full-color paintings of scenes 
imagined from California’s past hundred and thousands of years ago. 
The book went through a second edition, and now is out of print. 
Cunningham is currently working on uploading the entire manuscript 
and illustrations onto a free online-learning curriculum website to 
make the book available once again. The cut-out desert chapters will 
be included this time, as well as much more information on California 
reptiles and amphibians.

Cunningham later became involved in biological consulting work 
translocating Mojave Desert Tortoises (Gopherus agassizii) out of 
large-scale development projects in the desert, and seeing her beloved 
desert full of iguanas, whiptails, Uta, and a diversity of snakes suffer 
from bulldozers, she co-founded a conservation nonprofit, Basin 
and Range Watch (www.basinandrangewatch.org), in order to try to 
educate the general public, agencies, and decision-makers about the 
high value of habitats for reptiles and amphibians in these deserts, and 
how they should be conserved and cherished.

Combining art and science, along with conservation biology, is a 
continuing goal of Cunningham, with a special interest in herps and 
their habitats. Visit her art website at https://www.lcunningham-art.
com, and stay tuned for a new website on California historical ecology.
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