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Into the
Woods
Celebrating the art of the 2020
West Virginia Wildlife Calendar.
WRITTEN BY DAVE LAVENDER
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T
Kevin Miller has
two paintings in the
calendar. The racoon,
featured on the cover,
and the Canada
goose, above.
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he Mountain State is filled to the brim
with wildlife—from snakes, bats, and
songbirds to fish and furry mammals
of all shapes and sizes. And about
this time of year, the West Virginia
Division of Natural Resources hopes
you’ll take a few home with you.
Not physically, of course, but on the beautiful
pages of its 35th annual wildlife calendar. Filled
with hand-painted images of some of West Virginia’s
most wild and wonderful flora and fauna, the 2020
calendar features original artwork from eight artists
from around the region.
While most of us are still shaking our heads at
the fact that it soon will be 2020, Jessica Swecker at
WVDNR is already looking into 2021 as the hunt
has begun for the perfect depictions of bucks, hares,
and birds for next year’s calendar. “This year we have
expanded the time frame,” Swecker said. “Normally
we send out the letter right after Christmas and expect
something back by February. But this year, we sent it
out in October, and all the entries are due in the first
full week of February.”
Although the color wildlife paintings must depict
West Virginia native wildlife, artists from anywhere
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can submit their paintings for consideration. Artists
receive a $200 prize for each painting chosen, with
$500 for the cover art. For the 2020 calendar, Swecker
says they received about 150 entries from artists in
nearly every state. ““Once we get all the entries, we
create a PowerPoint presentation of all the artwork and
narrow it down from there. Then, in the end, we pick
the final 12,” she says. “We try not to pick multiples of
the same animal, and we also make sure the painting is
accurate to the characteristics of that animal. We have
biologists here who are looking for accuracy.”
The 2020 calendar art work includes a box turtle
painted by Gina Gunnoe, of St. Albans; a monarch
butterfly by Elisabeth Kelly, of Paducah, Kentucky;
an elk by Dinah McCloud, of Harts; a fawn by
Abigail Metzgar, of Harpers Ferry; a raccoon and
Canada goose by Kevin Miller, of Sardinia, Ohio; a
turkey and a crayfish by Randy Muir, of Frostburg,
Maryland; a baby skunk by Shelby Oreolt, of
Grandview; a brown trout by Carol Smith, of New
Martinsville; and a red-tailed hawk and a coyote by
Misty Murray Walkup, of Charmco.
Of interesting note among the 2020 calendar
artists, while many have been painting for years,
Abigail Metzgar is only a teenager. “There was a

15-year-old artist who got in,” Swecker says. “We
don’t put any kind of demographic restrictions on
who can enter the contest. If you think you would
like to send us your artwork, send it in. We don’t
criticize it. We thank you for trying.”

Happy Little Trees,
and Streams to Cross
Kevin Miller, who has two paintings in the calendar
including the cover, was born in Huntington but
raised in the rural Appalachian foothills east of
Cincinnati. The cover artist is a 58-year-old high
school science teacher at Georgetown Exempted
Village Schools in Georgetown, Ohio.
Miller, who lives on a lake in Sardinia, a small
town of just over 800 people, is a lifelong naturalist.
Raised by birders, he was a Boy Scout, then a family
man who took his daughters camping and hiking all
over the region. Always sketching in high school,
he was in his early 30s when he got back into the
drawing and art through which he expresses his
innate love of nature.

“I always sketched in high school
but got away from it,” Miller says. “I
am a science teacher in the natural
sciences and biology, and they actually
really go together with being able to
sketch and paint.”
Like many Americans, Miller got
turned on to art by the late, great PBS
host Bob Ross, whose show “The Joy of
Painting” ran from 1983 to 1994 and is
still being aired after Ross’ death from
cancer in 1995. Miller saw an episode
and, since he didn’t have internet at the time, saw
the name of the program’s local underwriter and
called to inquire about classes. After a couple of
months of hearing nothing he got a call back and,
as luck would have it, there were some local classes.
Miller fell under the tutelage of instructor and
wildlife painter Dana Jester, who painted in Ross’
wet-on-wet style.
“I took a workshop with him and just kept
painting for years after that, off and on. I was

TOP A fawn painted
by 15-year-old Abigail
Metzgar of Harpers
Ferry is included in the
2020 calendar.
BOTTOM Painting is a
hobby for Kevin Miller,
who is a high school
science teacher.

WONDERFULWV.COM

29

To order, call 304.637.0245 or email
jessica.n.swecker@wv.gov. Or, to learn
more, visit www.wvdnr.gov/wildlife/
wildlifecalendar.shtm.

me. If you see a deer, you think, ‘That is a magnificent
buck. Man, look at that.’ And even a raccoon—they
are all over the place, and they are kind of an ornery
animal and can be mean and destructive. But also kind
of cute.”

Print Forth and Multiply
raising kids and just finally started painting more,” Miller
says. “I was painting in oil at the time, but I started in
acrylics, since it dries very quick. I still love the richness
of oils but do acrylics a lot now, and I kind of learned it on
my own.”
Miller, who has painted some large-scale murals—
including a 4,500-square-foot one last summer—and
other commissioned work, says when he is painting for
himself, nature is his default. Although he’s painted for
a long time, it’s only recently that he has entered his art
into wildlife painting contests. He entered one for a duck
stamp earlier this year in addition to the West Virginia
Wildlife Calendar contest.
For the WVDNR calendar, Miller’s paintings are of
two of Appalachia’s somewhat misunderstood or, shall we
say, prevalent species: the Canada goose and the raccoon.
“For me, first and foremost, I am a birder. I live on a small
lake, and it is fun year ’round to see the birds coming to
the water. Birding has always been a thing for me and
something I always did with my parents, and I love it,”
Miller says. “When I do a painting, I want people to
think, ‘Wow, that is a really cool animal,’ and I want to
capture it as it looks. I want an accurate representation as
to what the animal looks like, and they are beautiful to
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The annual calendar is available now for pre-order and will
soon be on the shelves at more than 70 locations around
the Mountain State, including state park and forest gift
shops as well as outfitters. But the WVDNR is hoping to
spread the artistic joy of the calendar even further.
Swecker says the agency is promoting bulk sales of
the calendars as fundraising projects for youth groups
such as scouts, 4-H clubs, schools, and school clubs.
Groups can buy the calendars in bulk at a discount
and sell them to make money for their clubs. As for its
calendar revenues, DNR pours the annual proceeds
into the West Virginia Wildlife Diversity and Natural
Heritage programs, which are responsible for species
listed by the federal government as threatened or
endangered and for non-game wildlife and habitats.
The funding also supports the agency’s outreach and
other programs.
“We are really promoting the selling of the calendar
as a fundraiser,” Swecker says. “We have a few people
who have done it in the past, a couple of school archery
teams, but we are trying to get more people to do that
this year. Also, if there are any other businesses that
want to sell the calendar, just contact the DNR.”
To order, call 304.637.0245 or email
jessica.n.swecker@wv.gov. Or, to learn more, visit
www.wvdnr.gov/wildlife/wildlifecalendar.shtm. w

