On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
Christopher Griffin on August 19, 2006.
Almost 40 years ago, Joni Mitchell (1970) sang,

Don’t it always seem to go

That you don’t know what you’ve got
"Til it’s gone?

They paved paradise

And put up a parking lot.

Reflecting that sentiment, another Canadian, Christo-
pher Griffin, uses his painting to speak to the fragility of
our environment, the ways in which, as he says, “there is no
free ride. We are in for a big payback, as a world, as a
planet.” His paintings, existing in that space between rep-
resentational and abstract art, are often of animals in an
environment increasingly alien to them.

“The painting Three Bears was created for an exhibi-
tion entitled ‘Migration.” It refers to a one-time, one-way
migration south, creatures forced to move because of the
warming climate in the North. This is not a natural phe-
nomenon, nor is it a migration per se. Living creatures
accustomed to a certain climate cannot easily adapt to an
entirely different ecosystem—and in any case, there really
is no new territory available for them to move into. The
three polar bears are on the move south, as evidenced by
the forested hills in the background. It is a hypothetical and
unnatural situation and is meant as a harbinger of things to
come for all creatures—including humans.

“The human influence in this vista is represented by
the ‘visual noise’ in the sky and in the ice surface, espe-
cially evidenced in the grid of blocks. I have used this
motive repeatedly as a representation of Western human
habitation and culture: city grids, traffic gridlock, video/TV
screens, skyscraper windows, anonymity. It is a common
denominator, the relentless and infinite sprawl. This is what
awaits them just beyond the hills” (C. Griffin, personal
communication, June 21, 2006).

Born in Toronto, Griffin, now 39, grew up in a small
town in Ontario. World travel and the environment have
become central elements in his life and art but were not
particularly present in his childhood—except for the influence
of his maternal grandmother. A dairy farmer in the Black
Forest of Germany, she lived an entirely self-sufficient life.
“Nothing went to waste,” Griffin remembers. “That got me
early on to look at the waste we’re producing now.”

Griffin studied illustration in college and took a job
designing book covers. He soon quit the job in order to
travel to Europe for four months—pledging to himself that
he would produce two drawings and two paintings every

week. He says that quitting a nine-to-five job “was the
smartest thing I could have done. I threw myself into
painting, and have kept up the prolific production since
then.” Once back in Toronto, he “started out small, exhib-
iting in outdoor shows, at cafes, in bars—any place that
would take a painting. I built my own canvases and used
raw wood for frames. Doing it on my own has given me a
comforting sense that I can make my way in the world: It
has been trial and error, but has taught me how to paint and
how to be self-reliant.”

Major art influences for Griffin have been those who
create primitive art: cave painters and children. “In my art,
I’'m trying to connect with that spontaneity, gut reaction,
innocence, and purity. There is no hesitation, no sense of
creating this to make it a pretty picture, to sell or to please
a critic. They did something 10,000 years ago that still
communicates to us today. They did it because it’s a human
instinct.”

Griffin often chooses to let go of the process of painting,
whether by drawing with his mouth or foot, painting upside
down, or sweeping the canvas with a broom. At times, he
invites his 1%2-year-old daughter or another child to add a
mark, so that he can play with what gets produced. (In Three
Bears, the art on this month’s American Psychologist cover,
the scribblings in the sky are courtesy of his daughter.) “A lot
of my work is fun. Accidents are one of my creative tools. I
enjoy losing control of the painting, then bringing it back in at
the end. There is a mythmaking process that I could never
have come up with by sitting down and deliberately saying I
want to paint something spiritual.

“At times, I start out with too much. This painting had
a whole bunch of deer and wolves, a whole menagerie of
animals. I kept painting out and painting out and painting
out. The only ones who survived were the three bears,
alone on this frozen lake or expanse of tundra. The power
came from getting rid of all the other stuff I had.”

These polar bears, in their vast open space set against
a mountain range yet encroached by advancing civilization,
are embarked on a search. The lead bear sniffs out the way,
as the other two follow in its footsteps. In their separation
and isolation they seem to inquire: Where is safety? Where
are we going?
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