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ARTIST STATEMENT: 

Despite their size, the Great Lakes are vulnerable, just as humans are. What Flows Through Us is a graphic novel 
memoir that follows a girl as she visits Lake Michigan and the Indiana Dunes with her family. The novel draws parallels 
between her story and the history of fresh water along the Indiana coast of Lake Michigan. The story uses place and 
memory to reflect, educate, and empower readers to enact positive change within their own environments. This 
work also asks us to understand our own relationships with water and consider how interwoven our lives are with 
the water that flows through our landscapes and bodies.

Lauren Trail is a writer and illustrator from the Chicagoland area who grew up swimming in Lake Michigan. She com-
bines her passions for art, writing, and the environment to inform and enlighten people to create change within 
their own communities. 



 With a passion for water, nature, drawing, storytelling, and so much more, I found the year-long process and 
project of IP as daunting, overwhelming, and complicated. How do I make an impact on my community with my 
work? When do I know to stop the research that so heavily drives my work and focus on making? How do I make 
something that will be educational, entertaining, but also for me? These were all questions that spun around in my 
head. And yet, despite the uncertainties, I found this year to be one of profound experimentation, reflection, and 
production in ways that pushed me to grow as an artist. 
 
 While the graphic novelWhat Flows Through Us’ unpacks environmental issues related to water quality, indus-
trialization, and history, it goes beyond the goals of research and education that I had intended. Through process 
and reflection, I was able to unpack the building pressures that I have felt in my own life and acknowledged the 
importance of my relationship with water and the Great Lakes. I pushed my abilities as an artist, writer, and story-
teller, illuminating the wide variety of opportunities available to me moving forward. 



Human Connection to Water
 I found that my love for the environment stemmed from my love for water: 
growing up outside Chicago with Lake Michigan, trips to the Indiana Dunes with cous-
ins, visiting Aunts and Uncles on the east and west coasts. I understood that the water 
that supplies our bodies and our planets is essential to our lives and the protection of 
our future. This led me to ask, how could my artwork engage wide audiences to care 
more for water and our environments? 

 Initially knowing that my environmental interests came from my passion about 
marine environments and people’s relation to them, I began to research the idea of 
‘the importance of water.’ Referencing images filled with underwater photography, 
utilizing my favorite media like documentary My Octopus Teacher and tv series The 
Crown, as well as collecting a series of items I gravitated towards which included 
photographs of celestial clouds or the Pompodour fabric pa�ern from Reformation, I 
cultivated a collection of water references I found inspirational.

 It was during this process of gathering research that I began to dig deeper into 
the question of “Why water? Why is it important?” I created a list of various people, 
activities, and places to which water is relevant to human life,anging from recreational 
use (like swimming) to science and exploration, to drinking water, to baptism in a 
church. I compiled a list of why water is relevant and worth talking about. Based on 
this research, I planned to create a series of large-scale portraits of individuals whose 
lives are centered or based on important components of water. 

 As I began to explore components of this idea, however, it came to my a�ention 
that ‘why is water important’ was too broad of a topic, and one that I kept feeling 
would need more context and information. While many of the ideas from these begin-
ning iterations followed through into the final iteration of my work, it was an essential 
step that helped me to see what information I wanted to further explore in later itera-
tions of my work that lead to my product. 
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 While collecting information on water and still contemplating 
the use of portraits and narrative, I became interested with the 
concept of pressure and its relationship to water and humans. We 
all feel personal pressures in our lives: school, career, mental, 
physical, social, etc. As more stress and activities pile up, the pres-
sure to succeed and survive builds. Pressure also can be used in 
context of water–pressure builds the deeper you sink. I found this 
connection fascinating and one that I wanted to experiment with. 
How could portraits potentially portray the pressure that a body 
physically feels as they are exerted to pressure, but also emotional-
ly feel? How do environmental pressure on our environment and 
our future also play a role in that relationship? 

 While I pondered, researched, and wrote about this connec-
tion, I also thought about the contrast between the beauty of water 
and how our environments are portrayed with the degradation that 
they are facing in our modern era. I began to look at drawings by 
Zaria Forman, who makes large scale pastel drawings of glaciers in 
hopes to bring awareness to an area of the world that is rapidly 
changing due to climate change. Her work inspired me to create my 
own samples of water from pastel as I continued to explore the 
romanticization of water. I also referenced the romantic painter, 
Thomas Cole, who is a prime example of classic romanticism and its 
depiction of environments. I noticed that in both artists’ work, they 
idealized versions of nature. But what if those beautiful images 
could instead portray the awful degradation that our environments 
are experiencing? How could such imagery show these growing 
pressures? It was during this stage of creating that water and the 
way it was depicted started to become more metaphoric. 

 After a few ideations, I was still feeling the desire for more 
information and substance needed to be included within my work. 
It was through this segment of my process where I learned that 
while I love to create ‘fine art’ pieces, I feel much more satisfied 
with work that includes and is informed by a variety of sources. As 
an artist, a main goal of mine is to provide a new perspective or 
insight to audiences, which draws heavily from research.

The Romanticization of Water:
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The Intersection of Art and Science: Information and 
Eduaction

 While I felt a strong passion towards revealing how humans 
connect to water and the environment, I continued to gravitate to 
statistics related to the topics I was uncovering. Whether it be 
water consumption, algae blooms, or PFAS contamination, I 
began compiling notes with all my findings, despite not knowing if 
I would incorporate them into my work.  My research on water 
quality in the Great Lakes was what led me to choose Gary, Indi-
ana as one location of interest for one of the graphic novels I had 
planned to create. The Late Great Lakes: an Environmental Histo-
ry by William Ashworth was the most useful resource when 
building out the information that I wanted to include. With sec-
tions specific to certain issues like sludge, this source, as well as 
the PBS documentary, Shifting Sands, were essential to under-
standing I wanted to deal with  various water quality issues that 
the Great Lakes have faced over the past decade. 
 
 Having taken a lot of classes in design, but also environ-
mental education, I think that the research process behind my 
book reveals a lot about my creative problem solving and 
ideation. I have always enjoyed creating work that has the option 
to be informative if audiences choose to engage with the content 
in that way. I think that being informative but not forceful is a 
great way to spread awareness. Approaching research in this way 
also helped me to understand what would be beneficial to 
include within my book and finding ways to incorporate it in ways 
that are engaging and new, but also not overwhelming. For me, 
art has always been the medium in which I can combine all my 
passions into one project: science, education, writing, and the 
environment. As I continued to develop my project, this contin-
ued to become clear and a theme that I hope to continue to 
incorporate within future works.
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 Especially when talking about environ-
mental issues, I think that it is essential to 
collect information through primary docu-
mentation, research, and interviews to use to 
create the most entertaining, yet truth-based, 
story that you can. Through this method, then 
one can understand the pressures that those 
impacted by the story are really feeling. I was 
able to reflect on Indiana, the se�ing of my 
book, because I grew up going there. Whether 
it be running up the sand dunes with cousins, 
my grandpa teaching me to swim in Lake 
Michigan, or taking my dog on walks, many of 
my memories growing up are rooted along 
Indiana’s coast. By using my own experiences 
as a form of  research, the details of the story 
came naturally, and allowed for my narrative 
to be more relatable for readers.
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Reflective Storytelling: Combining Science, 
Reflection, and Narratives
 
 With some much information, ideations, and 
then personal reflections, I was finally drawn back to 
storytelling and power that a narrative can have on 
audiences. While I had experimented with the 
potential of portraits, a graphic novel was a perfect 
way for me to combine all of the research and vari-
ous themes that I had been exploring previously in 
my process. While I had initially thought that I was 
going to create six small graphic novels all centered 
on di�erent narratives and issues related to water 
quality around the Great Lakes, I found that given 
the time and detail I intended for each book, only 
one would be feasible. 
 
 It was after many Venn diagrams and journal-
ing that I felt drawn to work on the narrative that 
was to be based on my own story and connection to 
the industrialized Indiana coast. Generally, I have 
always been drawn most to the stories that are 
based on real stories (or even be�er yet, are fully 
true). 

 It was during this time and revelation about 
the power of true stories that I decided not only to 
make a graphic novel in Indiana where I grew up 
going to visit my cousins on the sand dunes, but to 
make the narrative fully based on my own experi-
ences. Connecting back to previous iterations of my 
project that explored pressures, as well as how 
water can be important to a human and their devel-
opment, this story became a culmination of all the 
work I had previously done this year, packed into a 
single narrative. And while I wasn’t certain how 
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much of myself I wanted to convey throughout the 
book, the reflective nature allowed me to intro-
spect on my own experience with this place.

 Several sources inspired me at this point. 
Most influential to this project were Oil and Water 
by Steve Duin which found a seamless way to com-
bine fact based information within an entertaining 
plot, as well as This One Summer, by Jillian and 
Mariko Tamaki, which not only was visual inspiration 
but focused more on the personal pressures and 
coming of age component that I wanted to incor-
porate within my own novel. 
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Book Production and Final Iterations

 After deciding that I was going to create a graphic novel 
centered on the coast of Indiana, I began to create the wri�en 
narrative, storyboards, and design parameters for the book. I 
selected a muted, limited color pale�e, a handwri�en font, and 
watercolor digital brushes and worked to create templates for 
illustrations so that production could move quickly. While creating 
the entirety of the content of the book within two and a half 
months, I learned a lot about working productively, organizing, as 
well as collaborating with others. I workshopped the book in two 
separate classes in addition to with friends and family. I found that 
continuing conversations about the content of my book, the 
personal stories I was exposing in my narrative were important.

 Finding the right ending was very important in order for me 
to complete this book. When talking about the environment, it 
can become very easy for the tone and direction of the conversa-
tion to become negative and overwhelming. Aimed at younger 
audiences with the hopes of creating positive change within read-
er’s communities, this book was a challenge to find a balanced 
solution that is both entertaining and educational without becom-
ing depressing. The solution that I came to resulted in creating a 
narrative that was rooted in personal experiences with the infor-
mation woven within. This allowed readers to decide how much 
information they wanted to intake, while also not being over-
whelmed. In terms of the ending, a large challenge was under-
standing that the issues I address within my book do not have a 
simple solution. I found that it was best to not create a false reali-
ty, so I choose to leave the ending as one that does not pose a 
solution but instead asks the question of ‘where do we go from 
here’ with resources for the reader to engage with. Through this 
ending, while not what I had initially planned, I discovered the 
reality of coping with environmental pressures and that not every 
story needs to have a solidified ending. 

 During my creative process, I think that storyboarding was a 
very informative process that allowed me to learn about my work- ����������������������������
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flow. Spreading completed pages across a wall 
of my studio and using post-it notes to add 
components that needed to be changed, I came 
to understand the bigger picture while also 
looking at the tiny details on each page that then 
lent themselves to the larger picture. As I 
worked, I learned when to spend the time to 
leave things and keep working, while also know-
ing when certain components needed a�ention 
that would benefit the final product. Noticing 
the post-it notes also draws a�ention to the 
growth that I had over the course of this proj-
ect- both in terms of how productive I was with 
fewer notes later in the process, but also em-
phasizes my a�ention to detail to create the best 
story that I could. By creating a book that is both 
educational and entertaining, I encountered 
many challenges, though discovered that a book 
of this sort is not only in demand, but one that is 
very feasible in order for us to continue to bring 
conversations of environmental degradation into 
day to day life. 
 
 Overall, I feel as though I did achieve my 
goal of wanting to bring a story to life that has 
meaning both on a personal level, but also for 
our planet. There are components that could 
be improved, as with any project, but I am happy 
with the final form that it has taken and the 
sheer e�ort that went into the project. That 
being said, the story is a lot more centered on 
me and my experiences than I had planned, 

though I have received lots of feedback that the 
vulnerability of the story makes it more relatable.  
By digging into the more personal content of this 
story, it becomes more universal and relatable to 
many audiences, making it easier to connect with 
and a more successful story. In the future, I hope 
to continue to draw of my experiences and the 
stories of others to make sure that the narratives 
I am telling are as rooted in truth and emotion as 
they can be–it is through emotion and investment 
that people want to help and become more 
involved in environmental e�orts, so I hope to 
continue that. How I tied in our surroundings and 
specific information within a narrative is also 
something that I think was well achieved, as this 
project still makes an environmental statement, 
though not in an obnoxious way. 
 
 Moving forward, I would love to continue to 
illustrate and write my own books to create more 
environmental education and awareness.  After 
this project, I feel that I have greater grasp on 
storytelling and what the stories I create can 
mean for my audiences. Overall, this process has 
given me more appreciation for the book and 
storytelling process and has been such a reward-
ing process filled with so much pride that I would 
hope to continue to continue creating. 
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components that needed to be changed, I came 
to understand the bigger picture while also 
looking at the tiny details on each page that then 
lent themselves to the larger picture. As I 
worked, I learned when to spend the time to 
leave things and keep working, while also know-
ing when certain components needed a�ention 
that would benefit the final product. Noticing 
the post-it notes also draws a�ention to the 
growth that I had over the course of this proj-
ect- both in terms of how productive I was with 
fewer notes later in the process, but also em-
phasizes my a�ention to detail to create the best 
story that I could. By creating a book that is both 
educational and entertaining, I encountered 
many challenges, though discovered that a book 
of this sort is not only in demand, but one that is 
very feasible in order for us to continue to bring 
conversations of environmental degradation into 
day to day life. 
 
 Overall, I feel as though I did achieve my 
goal of wanting to bring a story to life that has 
meaning both on a personal level, but also for 
our planet. There are components that could 
be improved, as with any project, but I am happy 
with the final form that it has taken and the 
sheer e�ort that went into the project. That 
being said, the story is a lot more centered on 
me and my experiences than I had planned, 
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though I have received lots of feedback that the 
vulnerability of the story makes it more relatable.  
By digging into the more personal content of this 
story, it becomes more universal and relatable to 
many audiences, making it easier to connect with 
and a more successful story. In the future, I hope 
to continue to draw of my experiences and the 
stories of others to make sure that the narratives 
I am telling are as rooted in truth and emotion as 
they can be–it is through emotion and investment 
that people want to help and become more 
involved in environmental e�orts, so I hope to 
continue that. How I tied in our surroundings and 
specific information within a narrative is also 
something that I think was well achieved, as this 
project still makes an environmental statement, 
though not in an obnoxious way. 
 
 Moving forward, I would love to continue to 
illustrate and write my own books to create more 
environmental education and awareness.  After 
this project, I feel that I have greater grasp on 
storytelling and what the stories I create can 
mean for my audiences. Overall, this process has 
given me more appreciation for the book and 
storytelling process and has been such a reward-
ing process filled with so much pride that I would 
hope to continue to continue creating. 
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