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From Ink to Fire 
A Conversation with David Jacobson, a New Yorker Cartoonist Turned Glassblower at 51 

 

 

 
For eighteen years, David worked as a staff cartoonist for Gannett newspapers in New York. The 
whole time, he was lugging a battered suitcase of glass tools, with the dream of becoming a full-time 
glassblower. At fifty-one, he quit cartooning, moved to rural Maine, and depleted his savings to set 
up his own glassblowing studio. 

His reinvention story was so fascinating, I interviewed him several times. One line stayed with me: 
“I absolutely felt more than ever in my life that I was the stupidest man on the planet.” In this first 
B-Side Tales episode, he opened up about his lifelong fear of financial insecurity, his belief in 
guardian angels, and his amazement at where a string of “stupid” decisions has led him. 

 
 

Q: Let’s start with your first exposure to glassblowing. 
A: That was 1970, my freshman year at Kent State University in Ohio. I’m walking around the 
campus one spring day, and they had taken the glass studio outdoors to give a demonstration. As 
I’m passing by, I notice these two guys running with these strands of molten clear glass. I can still 
see the sparkle as the sun hits these threads of glass and the movement. I’m going, whoa, what is 
that? I got to learn how to do that. 

I got a BA in studio art from the University of Minnesota. Then I thought I’d pursue a master’s in 
fine art at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. I only lasted one semester. I wasn’t sure what I’d 
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do financially. So I moved back to Minneapolis and decided to pursue another surefire career, which 
was to become a cartoonist. 

Q: I sense a hint of sarcasm. 
A: Absolutely [laughing]. My parents weren’t very excited about this at all. They figured there’d be 
no way I could make a living. I didn’t have the confidence or the skills. But I always did like to draw. 
I always did like to doodle. And I started off doing that, always with the idea that I’d get back to 
glassblowing at some point because I did love it. So I started drawing and freelancing cartoons in 
Minneapolis, and that eventually led to a staff job as a cartoonist in Westchester. 

Q: There were fewer than a thousand staff cartoonist jobs in the United States at the 
time you got hired. On paper, that sounds like a perfect career. You sit in a room, you 
doodle, you write funny things, you publish cartoons and get fan mail. Maybe you 
drive a spiffy car because you’re earning so much money as a famous cartoonist. And 
on top of that, you publish cartoons in The New Yorker. But meanwhile, you had this 
lurking fantasy of becoming a glassblower. 
A: That’s a beautiful picture you drew of sitting there laughing, drawing, with the checks rolling in. 
Boy, wouldn’t that be great? Far from it. When I was starting out in Minneapolis, to support myself I 
worked in a restaurant. Restaurants were my go-to for many, many years. They supported me so I 
could have the daytime to sit at the drawing board and come up with ideas. 

 I’ve always been disciplined in my own weird way. 

I started submitting to weekly newspapers in Minneapolis, then to monthly magazines. I’d get an 
occasional acceptance and that spurred me on. 

Q: Listening to you, I see cartooning was your A-Side — the steady job with fan mail 
and benefits — and glassblowing was the deferred dream you carried in that battered 
suitcase. When did you start to take your B-Side seriously? 
A: I was always serious about glassblowing, but I had to support myself. When my wife and I moved 
to Westchester, New York, where I grew up, I approached the local newspaper. If I was lucky, I 
figured I’d get a weekly cartoon. As luck would have it, they were creating a brand-new position for a 
staff cartoonist. They asked if I’d like to give it a try. I said, Yeah, of course, no problem. Meanwhile, 
I had never done five high-quality cartoons in a week in my life. It’s the usual thing: say yes, then 
figure it out. They gave me a six-week trial. Sure enough, I got good enough marks on the reader 
survey that they hired me full time, with all the perks of a staff position — health insurance, 
vacation, weekly salary, 401k. 

It was tough adjusting to an office environment with all the pressures of a daily deadline. They 
didn’t care if you were sick, or in a bad mood, or had a stomachache, or had just had a fight with 
your wife. We need your cartoon. And then there was the anxiety of waking up at 4:30 in the 
morning, bolt upright — My God, I just came up with my last idea. I’m done. I’m fired. Every single 
day. So there was fun, but a tremendous amount of anxiety. 

I don’t know why, but the glass was always there. Always in the back of my mind. 

Q: I love how your lifestyle cartoons poke gentle fun at human foibles — and squirrels. 
A: I did a Lifestyles Features cartoon, set in Westchester. Suburbs and gardens are popular there, 
and so are bird feeders. Outside my window, I’d see squirrels in the trees. I did cartoons about 
squirrels making these crazy Rube Goldberg contraptions to outwit the squirrel-proof feeders. I 
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wouldn’t draw them every day, but I’d throw them in every once in a while. And they were a hit, 
because everybody could relate, and I got fan mail. 

I also did a lot of cartoons about dealing with the traffic, commuting into Manhattan, and housing, 
because during the eighties and nineties housing prices took off for the first time. 

And of course I got some letters of derision. What the hell is this about? I don’t understand it. Cars 
don’t look like that. Cars don’t have little tires like that. You can’t draw that. 

Q: An occupational hazard of being a creative cartoonist: people are too literal. 
Oh yeah. It wasn’t fun. But I learned to develop a thick skin — somewhat thickish. 

Q: Describe those tools you kept all those years. 
They’re so primitive looking. Glassblowing is ancient, and the hand tools came in during the Iron 
Age, when people began to forge metal tools. So the design looks very medieval. Blowpipes are long 
metal tubes. One end you dip into the molten glass, the other end you blow into. We have big 
tweezers we use to pull the glass, because obviously we can’t touch it — it’s 2,100 degrees. We also 
have wooden tools that allow us to shape the glass. 

And we use rolled-up, folded-up newspapers that have been soaked in water. Think of a very thick 
pad of wet newspaper, eight inches square. Because it’s wet, the glass will sit on it. The steam 
creates a barrier, along with the newspaper’s insulation. So we don’t burn our hands. 

After college, moving to New York, all these different places, I hung on to those tools. They meant 
something to me. 

Q: I’m asking my interview subjects about the plumbing and the poetry of what they 
do. The plumbing is what you just described — the tools, the heat, the burn. The 
poetry is what we see, the beauty of the work. I wonder if some people fall in love with 
the idea of glassblowing but get scared off by the process. 
The reactions fall in two camps. Either you love glassblowing and you’re addicted, or it’s too much. 
Too hot, too intimidating. Don’t like the heat, don’t like the sweat. There’s no middle ground. 

Q: What grabbed you? 
A: I’m an active person. I’ve always played sports. Glassblowing requires a tremendous amount of 
movement. There’s a rhythm. There’s a dance. Plus, it’s very social. You work with someone else by 
design. The way I was taught, and the way it’s mostly done traditionally, is in a team — a minimum 
of one other person, sometimes two or three or more, depending on how complex your piece is. It’s 
highly collaborative. 

Yes, it’s my piece. I’m in charge. I tell everybody what I want to make. I’m sitting at the bench, 
giving instructions of how they’re going to help me. And we do that ahead of time, because they 
need to be a step ahead of me. Their job as an assistant is to be the best assistant they can be. They 
aren’t there to make their own work. As an assistant, you put your ego aside. When the piece is 
finished, you feel the energy in the room — right now I can feel it go up my back. It’s very intense 
and exciting. You’re drinking water, sweating, high-fiving each other. 

Q: That strikes me as a supreme contrast to cartooning, where you’re in a room by 
yourself, in your head, creating things out of nothing. 
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A: The two worlds are completely different. Cartooning is two-dimensional, glassblowing is three-
dimensional. So you think differently. Cartooning is like being a movie director. You have a single 
frame. I pick the camera angle, what my characters look like, how they’re dressed. I decide how I’m 
going to draw them — up, down, far away, close up. I enjoy that. The cartoons started off in black 
and white, but as publishing changed I did a brand-new watercolor every day, which added yet 
another level of challenge, but also satisfaction. And I liked the solitude of cartooning. I developed a 
routine. I couldn’t just rely on the muse. I built a craft and a regimen, so I’d have my cartoon 
approved and ready around 1:30 or two o’clock every afternoon. 

Q: Your mother was an artist, and your uncle too. What family message did you 
absorb about being an artist? 
A: It was pretty much the starving-artist cliché: It’s great that you do this, but how are you going to 
make a living? That was definitely the message. My mother was very gifted at drawing and sculpture 
and clay. I didn’t appreciate it as a kid, but I did as I got older. 

I saw the struggle of being an artist. 

That’s part of the reason I gave up on the glass right after college. Being in that world and talking to 
other artists and college professors, I realized I didn’t really want to teach, and I didn’t have the 
faith in myself that I’d be able to make a living. Why I thought cartooning would be different, I can’t 
tell you. I guess my desire to draw was so strong. And plus, I like humor. I think I can be funny. And 
I really wanted to, for whatever reason at that time in my life, pursue cartooning. 

Q: Temperamentally, you had what it takes to do well in both — the solitary cartoonist 
and the collaborative glassblower. For many years, you supported yourself as a 
cartoonist while learning glassblowing at night and on weekends. It’s as if you were 
living a split-screen life. Tell us about the cost and the benefits of that. 
I started at the newspaper in 1985. From 1985 to 1994, that was nine years of just cartooning. Then I 
took up glassblowing again in 1994, part-time. Glassblowing is very, very expensive, so essentially 
my cartooning subsidized my glassblowing. 

A: I’d work every day at the newspaper till four o’clock. Then I’d jump in my car, drive to Brooklyn 
through rush hour, do glassblowing for three hours, drive home, get home at eleven, get up in the 
morning, and create another cartoon. And I was doing illustrations and submitting to magazines 
like The New Yorker. So there’s a tremendous amount of energy going out. And I’m excited, and I’m 
loving everything. And I’m married, trying to fix up places where we live, trying to have a social life. 

Around 2000 or 2001, I hit a bottom. Everything was depleted. I stopped doing my syndicated 
cartoon. I was just stretched too thin. Nothing was really working. 

So that was the price I paid. Shortly after, I quit the newspaper. My wife and I moved up here to 
Maine, and I started all over again, with the theory of becoming a full-time glassblower. 

Q: If you’d gone to a career advisor and said, “I want to give up a successful career in 
New York as a staff cartoonist, move to Maine, deplete my savings, and buy an 1800s 
farmhouse with a barn that needs a lot of restoration,” it might have sounded like a 
recipe for another downturn. You essentially lifted the needle on the conventionally 
successful A-Side of your life and put it down on the risky B-Side. 
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A: Oh, that is so funny to hear played back. I was like, What an idiot. No one should have bet on me, 
and nobody did. It was so far-fetched, looking back. But here I am. Let’s put that disclaimer in there 
right now. 

Once we moved up here in 2003, I absolutely felt more than ever in my life that I was the stupidest 
man on the planet. Fish out of water, rural Maine, no good Italian food, no good takeout, no coffee, 
can’t get the Sunday Times. How do people do it? 

“I absolutely felt more than ever in my life that I was the stupidest man on 
the planet.” 

Q: Your rural lifestyle must have been jarring after living in New York. 
A: Complete, radical change. We ended up in Montville, Maine — fifteen minutes inland, very rural, 
farm country. No town at all. Not a post office, no general store. Just a postal route. We found a 
beautiful piece of property we could afford with a thirty-by-thirty-foot barn. The house was built in 
1814 — it was gorgeous, but completely run down. The dream was that I’d convert the barn someday 
into my glassblowing studio. So as crazy as I was, there was some reason behind it. 

Q: In an earlier conversation, you talked about guardian angels — angels of mercy, 
angels of salvation in your life. How do you define them? 
A: I don’t want to sound too woo-woo, but this stuff is very real to me. By angels I mean people in 
my life who have gone out of their way, generous with me, in their emotional support of my career. 
Angels who supported me financially by buying some of my work along the way, encouraging me. 

And then in a literal sense, I do believe in something greater than me. I do believe there’s something 
out there after I die. 

I don’t know what it looks like. This is where people can roll their eyes all they want, but no one can 
prove me wrong. It’s just something that gives me strength. 

Q: One of your angels was a benefactor who loaned you money for a kiln in exchange 
for your art. He believed in you enough that one of your pieces is now in a very 
prestigious museum collection. 
A: Yes, the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts. 

Q: Forget angels for a minute. Getting a work into the Peabody Essex is a very tangible 
validation that you are a gifted glassblower. Not only gifted, but deserving of 
recognition. 
A: When my piece got picked up by Peabody Essex, it was hard for me to believe my own story of no 
talent, not good enough. Who do I think I am? It’s been a constant updating of my tapes — CD 
uploads, or whatever you want to call them. The self-limiting talk has affected where I try to sell my 
work. It’s affected how I think about what I want to make next, because that constant drone of 
what’s the point, why bother is just self-defeating. I know I’m not alone with this. It’s been an 
ongoing life journey of mine to align my self-talk with the outside reality. 

 “Compare and despair,” I’ve heard it called. So-and-so is a real artist. That guy’s a real glassblower 
or a real cartoonist. 

 The fear of financial insecurity goes with it. I’ve had that my entire life. It doesn’t matter if I’ve had 
money or haven’t had money — the fear is still there: I’m going to lose what I have and not get it 
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back. For whatever reason, that’s in my head. So that’s been part of my work on myself — to let the 
prosperity come in. 

Q: I totally relate. As a late-in-life storyteller, I knew deep down from an early age that 
I could write. But I was too afraid to go there. So for decades I did a lot of other things 
to distract me. It took a few crises for me to realize I had to get stern with myself: get 
past my ego, lose my fear, just start doing it. That was the beginning of my turn to the 
B-Side. 
A: Absolutely. Get over yourself. Get over your fear. It’s so true. And thank God for that inner drive, 
that inner sense of This is who I am. If I don’t do this, I’m just going to shrivel up. 

Q: Going back in time, you drew with crayons on walls as a kid and read Mad 
Magazine. You were a constant drawer. So I’m not surprised you ended up in 
cartooning. Where I am a little surprised is your shift in thinking about business 
versus art. You began to question the “starving artist” mentality. 
A: I just found out that’s not true. How great that would be if some prestigious gallery owner heard 
about me and wanted to represent me and took care of everything. 

But essentially what I learned is this: I’m a small business owner. It doesn’t matter how great a 
glassblower I may be. If I don’t know how to get that product — which it is — out there into the 
world, I’m going to go back to working in a restaurant. 

So I looked for outside help through the Small Business Administration. I took free counseling and 
got a mentor to learn how to run a business. It’s still a very big sore spot for me that it’s not taught at 
all in college and the art programs: how to run a business, how to come up with a spending plan, a 
business plan, anything as basic as that. Zero. That’s key for everybody I talk with, no matter what 
your medium is. How are you going to make money? Craft shows? Galleries? Teaching? Lessons? 
You’ve got to wear all these different hats. And you’ve got to do the marketing. It can be 
overwhelming, and not everybody is made for it. 

I never wanted to work for myself. Never. I always wanted to work for a company like the 
newspaper, because I figured I’d be a horrible businessman. 

I never had the wherewithal or the gumption or the marketing skill, I thought. To keep it all in 
perspective: I’ve never driven the Maserati. I’ve never been super successful in dollars in a bank 
account. However, I’ve learned to run a solvent business. I have zero debt. What does success mean? 
I know I have enough to live, and I live well. I feel very lucky, fortunate, abundant, grateful — all 
that stuff. 

Q: What would you say to someone who worries they’ll be a sellout if they do the 
networking, the marketing, the business angles? 
A: You’re not a sellout. You’re a business owner. You do what you have to do to be able to sell your 
work. There’s always that debate — art versus craft. Or the production artist who just does 
production work. 

That’s not a sellout. It’s a business decision. I tried craft shows. I didn’t enjoy that. So I sell through 
galleries and online places. That’s working for me at this stage. There’s no right or wrong. You just 
have to decide and go for it. 
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Q: Your mentor at the Maine Small Business Development Center (SBDC) surprised 
you with a nomination for an award. Tell me about that. 
A: In 2018, he said he wanted to nominate me for the Small Business Award of the Year for my 
glassblowing studio. I said, What are you talking about? I don’t have a very successful business. He 
goes: No, no, no. You’re making enough money to stay solvent. As a small business owner, it’s about 
fortitude. It’s about having a pivot. It’s about having to deal with negative circumstances. And that’s 
what you’ve obviously done in spades. So I’m going to nominate you. 

Sure enough, I got the award for Maine and all of New England. 

So here I am, a guy who never wanted to work for himself, never thought he had the skills. But 
somewhere inside me, I guess I have this resolve to figure a way out of problems. 

Q: You told me your wife, Elizabeth, was one of your angels — not with wings, but in 
terms of the strength she lent you and what she saw in you that you didn’t see in 
yourself. 
A: Very true. But I also do see her with the wings. I think part of my good luck — she’s up there. I do 
choose to believe that. 

She believed in me way before I did. There were countless times back when I was working at the 
newspaper and just starting on glassblowing, when I wanted to quit the glass because it was too 
tiring, too much money, can’t afford it. She’d say: Stop it. Get in the car and drive down there. And 
she was right. I was my happiest when I was in the glass studio. More so than cartooning. As lucky 
as I was to have a career as a cartoonist, it never sustained me and fulfilled me as much as glass has. 

Elizabeth died suddenly in 2016. Four years later, the pandemic shuttered David’s studio. 
After she died, I lost all creativity. For the longest time, I couldn’t do anything. The way it works in 
my mind — it’s all visual. I see the ideas, I see the drawings, I see the glass. I see the cartoons. And 
there was nothing. It really scared me. It was a blank screen. I thought, That’s it, I’m done. I’ll never 
make anything ever again. That pit in my stomach was just so sad, on top of the loss of my wife. 

I have no sense of time back then, but the urge did come back. I describe it as the call of the furnace. 
I realized I had to create something to help heal me. 

I needed it for my spiritual, personal sustenance. So having lived through that horrible time when 
my wife died, I understood creating pieces of art was a driving force — something I just had to do. 

I started seeing my SBDC mentor every week. He’s the one who, two years later, nominated me for 
that small business award. 

Q: When the pandemic hit, you gave away $25,000 worth of your own equipment to a 
nonprofit in Belfast and moved your studio to the basement of a school. On the 
outside, it must have looked like a foolish set of decisions. 
A: It’s so good to hear this played back, Marcia. It goes against any logic. I should have just gotten a 
job. I had to leave Montville because there was no studio work anymore. Nobody was coming out for 
lessons. My galleries closed. I came into Belfast and contacted a nonprofit arts center and said: Let 
me sit here, I’ll donate all of my equipment if I can take a corner of your boiler room and make glass 
— and in exchange for rent, how about I teach a class or two? Thankfully the executive director, Kim 
Fleming, was all into it and just saw the possibility. 
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Fast forward a few years. We are the only nonprofit glassblowing studio in the state of Maine. The 
only school in the state teaching it. We teach classes, we teach the high school, we teach the 
alternative high school, we teach war veterans — all because the pandemic shut my studio down. 
This was never on my radar. This was never in my blueprint of what I wanted to be as an artist. 

Waterfall Arts works with one of only eight or nine high schools in the country that offer 
glassblowing as part of their curriculum. The alternative high school kids are my favorite. They 
aren’t used to being in a studio like this. Just to see the joy, to see the light go on in their eyes. And 
that’s true for everybody — high school, alternative high school, adults. People travel hours to come 
here for classes. 

This is the crowning achievement of my career, seeing what Waterfall Arts is bringing to the 
community. 

Q: I’ve seen a number of your pieces, and they almost seem made by angels, to come 
back to that theme. The colors are so vibrant and alive. Every piece has your mark on 
it. After all this time, are you still excited to make a new piece? 
A: Oh yeah. I’m just as excited now as I was in the very beginning. I don’t know any glassblower who 
doesn’t feel that way. Whenever you find the right medium — and I’m sure this is the same with 
every artist — when you find the right medium, it just makes you feel alive. 

In this past two months, I think it’s my best work ever. There are techniques I enjoy using the most. 
It’s an Italian method from the 1500s called murrine, which is making glass tiles. It’s bundling 
colors together. And then you make glass tiles out of them. The end result is very intensely colored, 
very intensely patterned pieces of glass. The patterns are just wild. They look watery-like. I’m just 
exploring. 

Last year I was going very small, trying to be delicate and precious with the pieces. This year I 
decided to go much larger. They make more of a statement. They’re meant to be touched and held. 

I go through this constant battle of pulling back so I can have more things in my life that I enjoy. 
And then I have a great day in the studio, and I can’t wait to get back. I just feel so fortunate at this 
stage in my life to feel this enthusiasm. 

Q: You told me you’ve never felt more creative at a time when people might ask, Aren’t 
you getting ready to retire? 
A: I’m going to be 74 in June, and I still feel like the best is yet to come. I love saying that. If you’re 
repeating my chronology here of the B-Side, and what would a financial advisor say with my 
decisions as wacky as they were — it’s like, What are you, nuts? You don’t do that. But here I am. 

I’ve got a lot of support from my loved ones, people that love me, my partner, my friends, which I 
couldn’t do without. I have to say that. This is not a solo act at all. 

I’m not an overnight sensation. I’m not an overnight success. I’ve just recently realized that I’ll 
never be a child prodigy [laughing]. Those days are gone. But I am persistent. 

Q: You pursued an art form you love and found a way to integrate it harmoniously 
into your life. Before, when you were doing cartoons and glassblowing, you were 
living in two worlds. Now it’s come together — your lifestyle, the community, your art, 
your friends. It’s a very unusual place to be, at any age. 
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A: I totally agree. That’s why I always feel so surprised about it. I didn’t expect this at all. I’m just 
trying to stay open, to see what the next thing is. I think that’s been a running theme that I wasn’t 
aware of in my life. 

When you talk about making tough decisions and switching to the B-Side, somehow I did find the 
courage to take chances in spite of thinking I was making a mistake, or that I was an idiot. 

There was always this other path calling to me, and I was able to listen to it in spite of all the other 
voices telling me not to. 

Q: One of the things you said to me in an earlier interview was: Who am I to say no to 
a great opportunity? 
A: That was given to me by somebody else — one of my friends, one of the many people in my life 
who helped support me in these times of saying no. Who am I to say no to these God-given talents? 
Who am I to say no to these abilities I have, because I’m scared? Saying no because I fear it’s not 
going to work out and I’m going to look foolish. That self-centeredness is not my friend. 

 
 

 
Thank you for reading this bonus Q&A. 

My 15-minute chat with David Jacobson is now playing on YouTube. 

Subscribe to B-Side Tales to catch new episodes monthly. 

 


