
what it is by lynda barry
what it is by lynda barry is a unique and influential graphic novel that explores themes
of childhood, memory, and the creative process through a blend of illustration and
narrative. Authored by Lynda Barry, an acclaimed cartoonist and educator, this work delves
deeply into the emotional landscape of youth as well as the power of art to capture fleeting
moments. The book is known for its distinctive visual style, combining raw, expressive
drawings with poignant storytelling. It offers readers an immersive experience that
challenges conventional notions of graphic novels by emphasizing the interplay between
image and text. In this article, the focus will be on what it is by lynda barry’s background,
themes, artistic style, critical reception, and its impact on contemporary graphic literature.
The following sections will provide a comprehensive understanding of this significant work
and its place within Lynda Barry’s broader oeuvre.

Background and Publication History

Themes and Narrative Structure

Artistic Style and Visual Elements

Critical Reception and Influence

Impact on Contemporary Graphic Literature

Background and Publication History

Understanding what it is by lynda barry begins with an exploration of its origins and the
context in which it was created. Lynda Barry, known for her autobiographical and semi-
autobiographical comics, developed this book as part of her ongoing exploration of
childhood and memory. The work was published during a period when graphic novels were
gaining increased recognition as serious literary and artistic forms. Barry’s background as
an artist and educator deeply influenced the creation of what it is, as she sought to capture
the authentic voice of youth and the fragmented nature of recollection.

Author’s Career Leading to the Work

Lynda Barry’s career prior to what it is was marked by a strong focus on personal
storytelling and experimental comic art. She gained recognition for her comic strip "Ernie
Pook’s Comeek" and her ability to blend humor with emotional depth. This background set
the stage for what it is, which amplifies her signature style and thematic concerns.



Publication Details

what it is by lynda barry was published by a well-regarded independent press that
specializes in graphic novels and experimental literature. The book’s release was
accompanied by readings and workshops led by Barry, emphasizing the interactive and
educational dimension of her work. These efforts helped to position the book not only as a
piece of entertainment but also as a tool for creative exploration.

Themes and Narrative Structure

The thematic core of what it is by lynda barry centers on childhood experiences, memory
reconstruction, and the creative impulse. Barry’s narrative defies traditional linear
storytelling, instead opting for a fragmented and evocative approach that mirrors how
memories surface and fade. This structure allows readers to engage with the text on
multiple levels, reflecting on both the explicit content and the underlying emotional
resonance.

Exploration of Childhood

One of the primary themes in what it is is the exploration of childhood as a complex and
formative period. Barry captures the innocence, confusion, and emotional intensity of youth
through a series of vignettes and reflections. The narrative addresses universal childhood
experiences such as family dynamics, school life, and the process of self-discovery.

Memory and Recollection

Memory plays a pivotal role in the book, with Barry illustrating how memories are often
fragmented, nonlinear, and layered with emotion. This thematic focus allows the work to
transcend simple autobiography, offering a meditation on the nature of remembering itself.
The narrative structure supports this by presenting scenes out of chronological order and
blending reality with imagination.

The Creative Process

what it is also highlights the role of creativity and artistic expression as a means of
understanding and coping with life’s complexities. Barry’s work suggests that drawing and
storytelling serve as tools for making sense of personal history and emotional experiences,
an idea that resonates throughout the book.



Artistic Style and Visual Elements

The visual style of what it is by lynda barry is integral to its storytelling, featuring a
distinctive blend of loose, expressive drawings and handwritten text. Barry’s use of black-
and-white illustrations with occasional bursts of color enhances the emotional impact and
emphasizes particular moments within the narrative. The art style is often described as raw
and unpolished, which contributes to the authenticity and immediacy of the reader’s
experience.

Illustrative Techniques

Barry employs a variety of illustrative techniques, including sketch-like line work, cross-
hatching, and irregular panel layouts. These elements work together to create a dynamic
visual rhythm that reflects the book’s themes of memory and childhood. The use of
negative space and unconventional composition further emphasizes the fragmented nature
of the narrative.

Integration of Text and Image

A hallmark of Barry’s work is the seamless integration of text and image. In what it is, the
handwritten text functions both as dialogue and as a visual element, often interacting with
the drawings in creative ways. This fusion blurs the boundaries between writing and
drawing, encouraging readers to experience the story as a holistic artistic expression.

Emotional Resonance Through Art

The artistic choices in what it is contribute significantly to its emotional resonance. The
expressive faces, varied line weights, and spontaneous-looking brush strokes communicate
feelings that transcend words. This visual expressiveness invites readers to connect deeply
with the characters and themes.

Critical Reception and Influence

Since its publication, what it is by lynda barry has received critical acclaim for its innovative
approach to graphic storytelling and its profound thematic insights. Critics have praised
Barry’s ability to evoke the complexities of childhood and memory with honesty and artistic
boldness. The book has been recognized in literary and artistic circles as a significant
contribution to the graphic novel genre.



Reviews and Awards

Numerous reviews highlight the book’s originality and emotional depth, often noting Barry’s
skillful combination of narrative and visual art. what it is has garnered awards and
nominations from respected organizations dedicated to comics and literature, underscoring
its impact and excellence.

Influence on Other Artists and Writers

Barry’s work has influenced a new generation of graphic novelists and artists who seek to
explore personal and experimental storytelling. what it is is frequently cited as a source of
inspiration for its fearless approach to form and content, encouraging others to push the
boundaries of the medium.

Impact on Contemporary Graphic Literature

what it is by lynda barry holds a notable place in contemporary graphic literature,
contributing to the evolution of the genre by expanding its expressive possibilities. Its blend
of memoir, art, and poetic narrative has helped to redefine what graphic novels can achieve
both artistically and thematically. The work’s emphasis on memory and creativity resonates
with broader trends in literature that value subjective experience and innovative form.

Redefining the Graphic Novel Genre

By challenging traditional storytelling conventions, what it is has encouraged broader
acceptance of graphic novels as serious literary works. Its experimental style and thematic
depth have opened doors for more diverse and personal stories within the medium.

Educational and Creative Applications

The book is also used in educational settings to teach about creativity, art, and narrative
structure. Barry’s approach to drawing and storytelling serves as a model for developing
creative expression, making what it is a valuable resource beyond its role as a published
work.

Legacy and Continuing Relevance

As graphic literature continues to evolve, what it is by lynda barry remains relevant for its



innovative techniques and emotional honesty. Its legacy is evident in ongoing discussions
about the potential of comics to explore complex human experiences in unique and
impactful ways.

Exploration of childhood and memory

Innovative integration of text and visuals

Influential role in graphic novel development

Educational value in creative arts

Recognition and critical acclaim

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'What It Is' by Lynda Barry about?
'What It Is' by Lynda Barry is a graphic novel and art book that explores creativity, art-
making, and the creative process through a combination of personal stories, exercises, and
illustrations.

Who is Lynda Barry, the author of 'What It Is'?
Lynda Barry is an acclaimed cartoonist, writer, and educator known for her unique
storytelling style and her focus on creativity and the human experience.

What makes 'What It Is' unique compared to other
graphic novels?
'What It Is' combines memoir, instructional content, and art in a hybrid format that
encourages readers to engage with their own creativity, making it more interactive than
typical graphic novels.

Is 'What It Is' suitable for aspiring artists and writers?
Yes, 'What It Is' is highly recommended for aspiring artists and writers as it offers insights
into the creative process and includes exercises designed to inspire and unlock creativity.

When was 'What It Is' by Lynda Barry first published?
'What It Is' was first published in 2008.



Does 'What It Is' include any creative exercises?
Yes, the book includes various creative exercises and prompts designed to help readers tap
into their imagination and develop their artistic skills.

Has 'What It Is' received any notable recognition?
Yes, 'What It Is' has been praised by critics and educators for its innovative approach to
creativity and has been used in classrooms and workshops to teach art and writing.

Where can I buy or read 'What It Is' by Lynda Barry?
'What It Is' is available for purchase at most major bookstores, online retailers like Amazon,
and may also be found at local libraries or digital book platforms.

Additional Resources
1. What It Is by Lynda Barry
This book is a unique blend of memoir, art instruction, and creative inspiration. Lynda Barry
explores the creative process and encourages readers to tap into their imagination through
drawing and writing exercises. It’s an intimate and playful guide that helps readers
rediscover the joy of making art and storytelling.

2. Syllabus: Notes from an Accidental Professor by Lynda Barry
In this collection of essays and classroom notes, Barry shares her unconventional teaching
methods that emphasize creativity and personal expression. The book offers insights into
how art and storytelling can be used as tools for learning and self-discovery. It's a valuable
resource for educators and artists alike.

3. Picture This: The Near-Sighted Monkey Book by Lynda Barry
A whimsical and inventive picture book that showcases Barry’s distinctive drawing style and
storytelling approach. It invites readers to engage with visual humor and playful narratives,
emphasizing the connection between images and words. This book is perfect for fans of
Barry’s work who appreciate her quirky, heartfelt creativity.

4. Making Comics: Storytelling Secrets of Comics, Manga and Graphic Novels by Scott
McCloud
This instructional book delves into the art of comic creation, covering everything from
drawing techniques to narrative structure. Like Barry’s work, it encourages creators to
explore personal storytelling through visual means. McCloud’s clear explanations and
engaging style make it a must-read for aspiring comic artists and writers.

5. Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain by Betty Edwards
A classic guide to unlocking artistic potential by tapping into the brain’s creative
hemisphere. Edwards offers practical exercises that parallel Barry’s emphasis on drawing
as a means of self-expression and discovery. This book is ideal for anyone looking to
improve their drawing skills and embrace creativity.

6. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art by Scott McCloud



An insightful exploration of the comic medium as an art form and communication tool.
McCloud breaks down the components of visual storytelling, much like Barry’s work does
through her blend of text and illustration. This book provides a deeper appreciation of how
comics can convey complex ideas and emotions.

7. The Creative Habit: Learn It and Use It for Life by Twyla Tharp
Tharp, a renowned choreographer, shares practical advice on cultivating creativity as a
daily practice. The book resonates with Barry’s themes of maintaining curiosity and
playfulness to fuel artistic work. It offers strategies to overcome creative blocks and
develop a sustainable creative routine.

8. Show Your Work!: 10 Ways to Share Your Creativity and Get Discovered by Austin Kleon
A motivational guide encouraging artists and writers to share their creative process openly.
Kleon’s approach complements Barry’s focus on the joy of making art without fear of
judgment. This book is helpful for creators seeking to connect with an audience and build a
creative community.

9. Steal Like an Artist: 10 Things Nobody Told You About Being Creative by Austin Kleon
This concise, inspiring book emphasizes that creativity is about borrowing and transforming
ideas rather than creating from nothing. It aligns with Barry’s playful attitude towards art-
making and encourages embracing influences to develop one’s unique voice. The book is
filled with practical tips and illustrations to inspire artists at any stage.
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