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Emilija: Today on the podcast, I am chatting with D.B. Dowd, a professor, a faculty 
director, illustrator, curator, and critic. Yes, he does a lot of things. I came across his 
work through an online article that I read featuring his book 'Stick Figures: Drawing 
as a Human Practice'. And as some of the listeners, if you've been around for a while, 
know, I'm actually an artist that engages with drawings. I make drawings. So I of 
course had to talk to a D.B. Dowd. Thanks for joining me today.  

D. B. Dowd: Oh, my pleasure. So happy to be with you.  

Emilija: Yeah. So let's start actually with your personal inspiration, what is it that 
draws you to the practice of drawing and how did that lead to this book that you have 
published? 

D. B. Dowd: Well, drawing is something I've always done. Drawing for me is almost 
a kind of, it's a meditative practice. It's kind of a way of, it's almost a prayer in the 
most modest sense possible, right? It's a way of being in the world and attentive to 
what you are with and what you see in a way that is much more grounded then just 
kind of the way we walk around and experience life. It's a focusing act.  

Emilija: Right. Right. And when you say that it's something that you've always done, 
do you have an artistic background, like, is it a part of like an artistic practice or just 
in the way that you've used it in your everyday? 

D. B. Dowd: Well, both, although I guess. So my background is my college degree is 
actually, was a BA in History. I was always identified as an artist and I always did. I 
did art, I made things, but I didn't, I came to art in a professional sense later. And my 
MFA is actually in printmaking. So, I come I think about the way I put images 
together and the way that a printmaker does in a kind of layered way. But drawing, I 
mean, in art school drawing was kind of positioned as preparatory activity or a in a 
kind of warmed over abstract expressionism. This kind of psychological drama, not 
necessarily a way of manifesting ideas or the world. And drawing from me got so 
much more interesting when I stopped seeing it as Art (capital A). Looking at it as a 
thing that all human beings do, and that is not, is best understood as not a professional 
practice, but a fundamental tool for engaging the world for basically all persons. 

Emilija: Yeah. And I'm really happy that we're talking about it now because it's 
explaining it from a different viewpoint. Because when I was reading the article you 
said in there that drawing is something that is delegated to the arts, right? And we we 
leave it to the artists. Once we grow up, we don't engage with it because we don't, we 
can't draw things properly. And I was thinking about that and for me, it has almost felt 
like maybe I understand drawing is delegated to the arts, but in a way I also feel like 
the arts don't really embrace drawing. You know, like in, in museums or in galleries 
we always see paintings. We always see sculptures. Always the finished product. And 
in a way drawing is like nowhere, you know, it's not in the real world, but it's also not 
really actually in its best form in the art world either. 
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D. B. Dowd: Well, that is totally true. And at the same time, it's completely false.  

Emilija: Okay, and why is that? 

D. B. Dowd: Talking about the book, my attempt in the book is to try to describe 
what drawing is and then to explore it as a process, and then to think about it as 
artifact. So jumping then to this last category. There are basically two big families of 
drawn artifacts that exists outside art, and they are cartoons and illustrations. Both of 
those modes they're different. They overlap, but they're distinct, I think at least 
ideologically. They both represent categories of drawn things which do work. And it's 
the fact that they do work that makes them not art, in the modernist sense of what an 
art object is. But the way drawing is taught in two basic modes. One of them is what 
we think of as being academic drawing, which is Beaux-arts. You know, there's a 
naked person in the middle of the room and we all sit in a circle and try to make a 
picture that looks like the naked person. That's one archetype. The other is drafting. 
Again, surveying. So, one of my favorite things to reflect on about drawing is that the 
best way to see drawing in the world is to fly on an airplane and look out the window 
because everything you see on the landscape applied by humans is basically a giant 
drawing .Railroads, all and they're surveyed. So surveying is basically drafting at a 
vast scale. So drawing actually is everywhere around us, but, you don't think of it as 
being drawing because it hasn't been domesticated into this role that has to do with a 
preparatory activity for getting ready to make an artwork. But that's just small 
understanding. Drawing has, drawing tethered to printing, is responsible for the 
acquisition, consolidation, and distribution of human knowledge around the globe. To 
apprehend the significance of drawing in human history, that's the important thing 
about it. So this is what the plant looks like that grows over here. This is what these 
people look like. Here's how you build. As humans have moved around drawing has 
been one of the ways that they've tried to understand, capture again, consolidate and 
then distribute knowledge. Of course, to the extent that there's a colonial dimension to 
that. There are all kinds of problems with that, but just as a descriptive way of 
understanding, drawing and human history. It is not about art history. It is about 
something much more fundamental.  

Emilija: Yeah. So I have also thought a lot about this. And I remember at one point, I 
gave myself the activity, or I wanted to answer the question of 'where do we use art in 
society?' Where does society use art? And I remember I could only think of two 
places and that is: sketch artists that go into courtrooms where cameras are not 
allowed. So that's where you have to use drawings to record what's happening. And 
then the other one, which I'm not sure if they use it as much now, because they do 
create digital drawings, is when somebody explains what the criminal looked like. 
And again, the sketch artist creates a sketch of their face. And that is, it's so 
interesting that. These are maybe there's other places where society today uses 
drawing, but it's not a lot. And it's interesting that the two places they're really 
connected to creating some sort of a record of a violent or illegal action that has 
happened. It's kind of like an interesting relationship.  
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D. B. Dowd: So there's a fascinating tradition of visual journalism that go to the mid 
19th century, which is part of what, I mean, the courtroom artist is a remnant of that 
tradition, which actually now has been revived in interesting ways, which we can talk 
about. But in those examples, what drawing is being asked to do is to create a 
persuasive illusion of the world, right? It's mimetic. It's imitating what things look 
like, so as to convey that impression to someone else. That's in some ways, that core 
activity, you can argue lines up with the history of painting in the sense that what 
painting aspires to do, in it's historical sense of followed by photography and cinema, 
is to create a plausible representation of experience itself, right? It wants to create 
eminence in the sense that it's like a quote, like being there. And so drawing 
sometimes does that. And it particularly does that in the context of the Beaux-Arts 
drawing tradition. But, think about the role that drawing has in the development of 
language and the development of pictograms and the representation of a thing in a 
symbolic way of a sound, for example, and then the evolution of written characters. I 
mean, drawing is both the, you can argue I think, that drawing is the parent of both 
writing and painting. And they're both ungrateful children that nobody, they don't 
particularly, nobody wants to think about the role of drawing and those two things, 
but actually it's quite significant. So, but drawing is at its core, in the sense that in the 
way that drawing plays a role in everyday life, it's a symbolic activity. It's true that 
drawing is defined as a plausible representation of a thing in the world. Your two 
examples are totally correct: the police sketch artist and the visual journalist in a 
courtroom. But pretend for a second that your camera, your phone is out of power and 
you don't have access to GPS: Hey, how do I get to the airport? What are you gonna 
do? You're going to do what everybody would do in that situation. It's to just like to 
grab a piece of paper or an envelope and to make a diagram about: you do this, and 
then you make a right here. The artifact that is produced in response to that question 
will involve lines and dots and stars. This symbolic vocabulary that helps us navigate 
the world in that sense, literal navigation, but symbolic information can help us in 
other ways, too. That's a drawing. That's not a drawing. That's the failure of 
imagination when we think about what drawing is, because we're categorizing it again 
in this memetic baby painting way, as opposed to the way that, I mean seriously, 
every human being draws. If you're trying to understand something that you don't. 
Like what makes an insect? Right? You know? Well, it has the three sections. Where 
are the legs? Where do the legs go, right? You might know those things kind of, but to 
actually look at the animal and like, oh right, there's the head and there's the thorax 
and there's the abdomen, but all the legs are, they come out of the thorax. But you 
don't really focus on that thing to the point where you know that immediately, it's not 
until you actually look carefully and try to represent it, that you really get it. And that 
like, things like the heating and air conditioning vents in your house. Yeah. Where are 
the vents in your house? You'd have to make a drawing to figure it out. So that's a 
way in which the representation of relationships between things, arrangements of 
things, parts versus wholes, all kinds of ways that the complicated physical reality of 
the world can be understood, consolidated, that there's the act of coming to know a 
thing that you don't quite know that drawing helps you do. It's to what you can do 
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with that knowledge once you have it, but drawing, I think drawing lines up with 
knowledge in a way that painting lines up with experience. So there's a kind of 
ontology, epistemology that is is an interesting relationship. 

Emilija: Yeah. Yeah. I saw quickly that little table that you had put in your book 
between the epistemology and ontology, and I think you gave it also specific names. 
Was it graphic versus Venetian or something like that?  

D. B. Dowd: Okay. So when I first started, the origin story for what became this 
book. So I teach in a design program. So I teach and illustrators and those kinds of 
people. And I was working in an early course, years ago, where the activity was, what 
students had been asked to do was sort of Pictionary-esque, right? To make an image 
that conveyed an idea. And a student had made a thing that was sort of smudged and 
smoky and indistinct, and it was hard to read. And so I was trying to help the students 
see what the difficulty was that I don't necessarily kind of get this. And she got really 
frustrated because she felt like I was kind of talking around it. And so there was some 
back and forth and finally in a kind of frustration, I said, well, just make it more 
graphic. And she looked at me and said, well, what does that mean? And I realized in 
that moment that I didn't have a good definition of that word. Like I knew what I 
meant by it. What I meant was use more contrast, emphasize clarity, eliminate 
distractions, et cetera. But I couldn't really come up with a concise definition of the 
word 'graphic' at the time. So I started writing, trying to write about graphic and how 
graphic could be to what we think of as being painterly. So if graphic and painterly 
are like an oppositional pair, obviously were not absolutes on a continuum of course. 
What could we say about graphic? Well, so, okay. I started working my way through 
that, but we realized is I was trying to get at a kind of theoretical underpinning that 
could make sense. Was that graphic was actually an idea that underneath the idea of 
the graphic is an approach to manifesting information. So graphic was, like there was 
something underneath it. And what was that thing? I started to tease out, the term I 
ultimately ended up using and propose in the book is an approach to drawing, which 
is glyphic. Glyph, meaning has a number of different meanings now, but what I'm, 
what I try to suggest is that my use of this term, glyphic, is fickle use, like an 
interpretive use. Or drawing, which emphasizes strong figure field contrast, light on 
dark on light. And that is concerned primarily with clear articulation of relationships. 
In the way that alphabetic characters are drawn, the way that explanatory diagrams 
and representations, which need to show clear articulation parts, et cetera. What we 
call the graphic is actually, the word graphic first appears in the era of printing in 
English, I think it's like, it shows up in a Ben Johnson poem in like 1630 or 
something. But the graphic is actually the use of technologies, of transference to 
consolidate this approach to drawing. So, drawing and printing are basically boiling 
down and emphasizing contrast and standardization through printing to intensify the 
glyphic mark. So then on the other hand, the underlying concept for painting, for the 
painterly, you know, the counterpart to the glyphic. I ultimately propose from the 
veduta or the Italian word for like a vista or a view, and which gets at this question of 
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representing experience, what experience feels like. So like what it's like to stand on 
the edge of the Grand Canyon and you know, that representation of that to aspire, to 
show that. Well, so the Vedutic aspirations show up in painting in the earliest form 
and then photography, cinema, virtual reality these ways of creating thoroughly 
transparent experiences, which make us feel like we disappear into the artwork, like 
the idea of the sublime and that stuff. So the Vedutic painterly, but, and then the 
painterly has these later technological versions of themselves. The point of all of that, 
it seems very elaborative, maybe kind of pedantic or whatnot, but what I was working 
my way through is I was trying to think these thoughts and pull out what it was about 
the approach to drawing, which is sometimes referred to as graphic, I'm saying 
glyphic and then graphic is the second order idea, which exists in the space, which 
includes cartooning and comics, illustration, it includes certain things that we sort of 
classify as graphic design, like identity, visual identity and logos and printmaking. 
This zone of visual production which is really big, but is kind of semi scorned in the 
sense that it lives in this not very well-defined cultural territory. It doesn't really show 
up in art history. It's not particularly of interest because it's in this world of 
communication. Again, which goes with the approach to drawing itself, which is to 
show something to another human and like this thing is like this. So, how could I pull 
out of this way of talking about those ways of making, those ways of seeing, and that 
way of participating in culture? And to maybe tease out a positive ideology, these are 
why these things matter. Really. I think at heart kind of the, I mean, it's sort of a 
theoretical book, but it's actually, it's in the service of, this is a realm of cultural 
production that's really important, and that has been poorly served by the existing 
analytical categories that we have at our disposal. 

Emilija: Yeah. So I love that you started talking about this because I do want to touch 
on this bigger picture before we wrap up. I don't want to say, what are your goals? 
What was your goal with this book? But more in the sense of: what does this mean for 
society? Are you advocating that perhaps we take this symbolic relationship that 
drawing has with experience maybe a little bit out of the digital kind of world we have 
put it in. Are you advocating, we get a little bit more in touch with the drawing side 
and using drawing or ?Yeah, like what are the implications? How does this affect us 
and what we do from here?  

D. B. Dowd: Great question. Let me try to answer that in a couple of different ways.If 
we can see drawing as a bigger category and making renderings of, you know, draw 
the jar on the table and, you know, with a value study of, you know. But we can see 
drawing as this business of understanding the world, acquiring knowledge and 
understanding. It should be a more active part of education. People should draw more, 
not for the purpose of making a good drawing, but for understanding how things are 
put together. So, there are certain fields like geology. Like, if you studied geology, 
they make you draw so you can figure out, cause you're looking at things that are 
obscure and you have to kind of tease out, well, what's this layer and what's that layer, 
et cetera. So the sciences kind of show the way. But there's a thing that happens 
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between your hand and your brain and your eye when you draw that's. I mean, there's 
a reason why our brains got bigger when our thumbs moved over in opposition to our 
fingers, our hands do a lot of work. And it's ironic that the digital revolution has 
devalued the manual. Not just fingertips, but whole hands on the ends of arms. There's 
something real about how we learn and how we know through our bodies. So that's 
part of it. So that's answering the one: we should draw more, we should see drawing 
in a more open way and no one should be told they can't draw. That's so annoying. 
Two, these ways of representing this in the Vedutic traditions of cultural production 
include, for example, ways of representing people. Like for example racial 
representation, ways of showing people who are different from us, whoever we are 
and whoever they are, that show them as lesser or subhuman, you know, the ugly 
caricature. All of that stuff, right? There's a huge history of it. We don't look at that 
very much because it sort of makes us uncomfortable and you know. So part of 
looking at this kind of material and looking at this way of understanding and 
representing the world is also a way of looking at culture and the way that 
communication is the negative effects of how drawing is used. And so that's only one 
dimension of it. But this last thing of this kind of ideological business of what I talk a 
little bit about. So I've suggested that there's sort of illustrations and cartoons are kind 
of the big categories of cultural production and illustrators and cartoonists are people 
who, if you're either of those categories, you probably do some of the other thing, but 
everybody who does it will say, oh, I'm an illustrator or I'm a cartoonist. They have a 
sense of who they are. There are a set of cultural values that go with those activities 
that are important and need to be, and should be part of our understanding, our shared 
visual culture. And this includes our national cultures for good and ill. Our way of 
understanding the world includes these practices that we have not thought about very 
hard and they're important, and the people who do them are important, but they're 
often condescended to by real culture, the high or fine. And this work that happens in 
this other zone, which is omnipresent, but invisible. So lots of things are hidden in 
plain sight because we don't really look at it very hard. And we should. I don't know if 
I've answered your question.  

Emilija: No, definitely. And I think it's, yeah, there's lots of implications. Obviously, 
I haven't read the entire book yet. But I do think that bringing it a little bit more back 
into society I think we'll definitely benefit. Whether that's from the way of it helps us 
to learn, or it helps us to see. Because I think a lot of people today are not really 
seeing or learning how to see things. And also we can go even more from a mindful 
perspective to it helps you to be present and to observe and to not always be in your 
head. So I think there's, yeah, there's lots of good benefits for incorporating drawing 
back into our society a bit more.  

D. B. Dowd: Yeah. Isn't that amazing? That such a fundamental human activity, that's 
kind of everywhere hasn't been thought about that much? 

Emilija: Yeah. A little bit sad, but we can just be positive and hopefully it will get 
better.  
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D. B. Dowd: Well, I think there's a lot going on. The Urban Sketchers movement. I 
mean, there's lots happening in the world. There were people trying to reclaim some 
of these practices as a way to feel like they're really in the world as opposed to 
separated from the world behind all these screens. So I think that there's a kind of 
grassroots dimension of. I think there's a lot of this happening.  

Emilija: Yeah. And I just started thinking about this while you were talking. I'll just 
throw it in here, even though we have to wrap up, I want to be respectful of your time. 
Even talking about grassroots, I think of graffiti artists or people that would just 
wanna tag or people, you brought up racism as well. I think the way that people also 
communicate that, I think of marks and lines on buildings. So there's definitely these 
aspects of drawing that are in there, somehow, but perhaps we're just not engaging 
with them enough.  

D. B. Dowd: Yes to say that the symbolic sensibility is something in, I say something 
in the book about that the symbolic orientation lines up more with the individual, and 
the illusion making tradition tends to involve specialized equipment and 
concentrations of wealth like court painters and blockbuster film directors being sort 
of similar across time. The tagger is on the other end of that spectrum. And I think 
that's an important observation, but it's also true that, I think you can make arguments 
about concentration of wealth and power that are significant there, but there's also not 
ultimately a moral connection. So for example, you know, a tagger who puts a 
swastika on a building is, I mean, that's an individual act, but it's morally 
reprehensible. It's a complicated, landscape.  

Emilija: No definitely. And we, yeah, we've only just touched on it in this half hour. 
So if people do want to get the book and continue reading and continue learning, 
where can they do that?  

D. B. Dowd: Thank you so much for asking. The book is available on Amazon: Stick 
Figures: Drawing as a Human Practice. And it's also available on my website. So my 
website is dbdowd.com. And when you go to dbdowd.com, you can go to books. You 
can either proceed to my site or go to basically a store. And in addition to the Stick 
Figures book I published the zine called Spartan Holiday. And so you can get Spartan 
Holiday and other projects. I have a Charlie Hebdo project, et cetera, at at the store. 
You could get Stick Figures on Amazon, you can't get the other stuff yet. But in one 
of those two places, you can get the book and I'd love to hear from people who are 
reading it and have thoughts. So if your listeners do track it down, I welcome 
feedback.  

Emilija: Yeah. And I think you have all your contact info on your website as well, so 
they can reach out to you. Awesome. Well, thank you. Thank you for taking the time 
to chat with me. I know you sound like a very busy man. 

D. B. Dowd: Well, I'll put in one plug here as we wrap up, I am one of the faculty in a 
new MFA in Illustration and Visual Culture at Washington University here in St. 
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Louis. And so our students are in the studio, but also reading and thinking and writing 
about culture. So, if anybody's interested in that you can just give me a holler, we'll be 
delighted to talk with you about it.  

Emilija: That's great. Are you guys trying to do something that's a little bit different 
from other? 

D. B. Dowd: It is different. There are a lot of good MFA's in Illustration in the States. 
They have tended to be somewhat more market focused perfectly reasonable thing to 
do. Part of what I've worked on over the last 20 years is building a set of collections at 
WashU called the Modern Graphic History Library, extensive collections from the 
history of illustration and so we have an interesting body of material to work with. 
And so our students are working with us and also the curators and those collections. 
And so we're integrating cultural study and thinking about what some of these things 
mean and why they're important. Some of what I was just talking about and exploring 
that alongside work in the studio. 

Emilija: Awesome. It sounds amazing. If I could be a student my entire life, I'd 
probably do that as well. Awesome. Thank you again.  

D. B. Dowd: Thank you so much, Emilija. I really appreciate it. It was lovely talking 
with you. 

 


