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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on September 13, 2012.

Doug Dawson was working on a master’s degree in
biology when he transitioned from science to art. He had
taken occasional art classes as an undergraduate and had
known from an early age that he could draw. In fact, he said
that it was one positive thing that both parents and teachers
could say about him. He claimed, “I could draw a reason-
able likeness in third grade but couldn’t spell worth a
bean.” While growing up outside of Chicago he received
encouragement from his mother, who arranged private art
lessons for him. She would not have described herself as
artistic, but she sewed, knitted, crocheted, and made pup-
pets. Dawson learned how to do all the things his mother
did, he learned all the skills his mother had, and he mas-
tered using a sewing machine.

As a college student, Dawson idealized science as a
force that could change the world and rejected the notion
that art could change anything. He still does not think art
changes things, but it changed him. While he was a grad-
uate student he would come home from science classes and
the lab and paint to relax. Painting gave him pleasure, and
gradually he realized that he wanted to make painting a
bigger part of his life. His wife had to deal with his change
in direction, and he had to figure out how to make a living
with his art.

After redirecting his goals, he obtained a teaching
certificate at Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa, and
began his new career by accepting a teaching position in
Denver, Colorado. He had always wanted to live in Alaska,
and somehow Denver seemed a step closer to the Land of
the Midnight Sun. Denver turned out to be a vital place
with its many artists and its proximity to the art markets in
the Southwest—such as Taos and Santa Fe—that were just
coming into their own. He also met and was mentored by
Ramon Kelley (also an American Psychologist cover artist;
see Little Model, May 2002 issue), who became a big
reason why Dawson never made it to Alaska. Kelley told
him that “it takes 10 years to get to the point of making a
living at being an artist,” and he was spot on.

It struck Dawson that he would have a better chance of
establishing himself in a medium that other artists were not
as likely to use. He began as a figurative painter using
pastels. He wanted to create feeling in his art, and that
seemed more achievable with faces. Even though he now
paints with both oils and pastels, pastels are what he is best
known for, especially by other artists. He teaches oil and

pastel painting at the Art Students League of Denver as
well as pastel painting workshops around the country.

Dawson started doing more landscapes. He still
wanted to portray emotion in the world surrounding him,
and initially he tried to relate human emotions to landscape.
Eventually he realized he needed to let the natural world
tell its own story. He found that he liked night paintings
such as the one on this month’s cover (Telluride Winter).
Paintings of night scenes can be scary or cozy depending
on the use of light and shadow.

Telluride, Colorado—the locale of the painting on the
cover—is a visually rich town on a road that goes nowhere.
It is situated in a blind canyon with towering mountains
that in this painting rise darker than the night sky. Snow
and ice are inviting to Dawson; he likes the cold, and
Telluride Winter glows blue with it. Warmth is conveyed
by light from the windows. In contrast to the cold night, the
interiors seem even warmer. In this painting the splash of
light comes mainly from the window in the house near the
church and also from the headlights of a car and from
another small window in the distance. The lights reflect on
the snow on the street and on the walls and steeple of the
church. A person struggles to get into a car. Dawson likes
the shapes of churches and how they interact with the
environment. There was no conscious message of good
versus evil, with dark symbolizing evil and light from the
church symbolizing good. For him this painting just por-
trays the concept of going in from the cold.

Dawson feels that artists have two creative paths they
can follow. The first is to explore variations on a theme,
like following a string hand over hand to see where it goes.
For example, he painted a person sitting next to a table
lamp. This led to still lifes with lights on in them, and these
in turn led to night street scenes with lights in them. The
second creative path is when an artist borrows something
from someone else and intentionally applies and/or changes
it, thereby making it his or her own. Dawson’s terracotta
head studies (see http://www.ventanafineart.com/inventory
page.asp?aid�7) are an example of this approach. Their
conception was inspired by wood carvings, both his own
and those of other artists. Dawson’s creative sense of
experimentation enables him to pursue these dual artistic
paths.
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