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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on October 9, 2006.

Driving down a West Coast back road in a beat-up
jeep and trailer (his then art studio), 17-year-old John
Worthey noticed a two-foot-long whale vertebra that had
been placed on a bench just outside a country store. “The
old guy had had it for years,” Worthey, now an established
Seattle-area artist, recounts, “and he sold it to me for
$5.00.” Thirty years later, Worthey began using his ado-
lescent find in a series of paintings, of which Vertebra and
Pilings, this month’s cover art, is one.

Worthey considers his paintings with regard both to
formal visual composition and organization and to sym-
bolic meaning. “Before you paint, you go through sketches.
You work out the angles and how they relate to each other,
especially when things lean against each other. Angles
create a sense of falling, and if [they are] not carefully
arranged and thought through, the observer would have a
sense of the images falling off the painting. Although both
[the vertebra and pilings] have similar angles, the pilings
provide a contrast” of shape, color, and size as well as
angle.

Another academic issue, also involved in human fig-
ure painting, is bone’s inherent lack of color. Although
bone presents the artist with interesting volume and shape,
additional color needs to be worked into the painting. The
part of the bone in shadow, like human flesh tones, is pink
and brown. Worthey presents this in speckled, pointillistic
fashion for the eye to incorporate into a more solid sense of
color. He uses the bright sunlight to wash out the bone,
creating shadow variants to play with the color. All the
while, the demarcations of light and shade bring further
linear angles to the painting.

But beyond the formalistic elements, says Worthey,
“the painting has got to be interesting. We’re flooded on a
daily basis with visual stimuli. You have to have an ele-
ment of intrigue that makes the viewer stop and ask,
‘What’s going on?’ People need to give art a chance—take
time to look and question. You stop and look at the bone—
then other elements, more subtle, come into view. You
begin to notice the pilings, and the way the artist has tilted
them.

“Painting always needs a certain mystical element.
Mankind’s greatest questions are ones you’re never going
to answer, but attempt to address.

“People look at bones all the time as symbolic—
everybody sees bones as symbolic of death. I see vertebrae
as something that came before. They are a presence that
causes one to ask questions. Pilings are trees that come
from the land and are put in water. In contrast, this vertebra

comes from a water creature—a whale, the planet’s largest
mammal, once a land animal that went back to sea—that’s
now on land.”

Why did Worthey choose to juxtapose the vertebra
and pilings? The subject matter, he says, is a lot like life,
just random. The objects he paints are often “whatever gets
in my way,” and he quotes photographer Ansel Adams:
“Chance favors the prepared mind.”

Worthey grew up on the Northwest coast. His great
grandfather, an abolitionist who fought at Gettysburg,
moved to Seattle after the Civil War. His father, a coal
miner, “worked his way up and became a teacher. This was
a big influence on me: Most teachers have a feeling that art
is important.” His mother took art classes while he was
growing up, and he says that instead of playing soccer, he
too went to art classes. “An eye has to be developed.”
Briefly detoured by family pressures to engage in a more
lucrative vocation, Worthey initially went to business
school. Dissatisfied, he turned to the University of Wash-
ington Art School—and his “family supported it after a
while.”

Worthey mentions that among the artists whose works
have influenced him are representational painters and pho-
tographers with “clean, sharp lines,” such as Edward Hop-
per, Edward Weston, and not surprisingly, Georgia
O’Keeffe. In the current painting, Worthey works with
elements similar to those used by O’Keeffe—bleached
bones and a perspectiveless space in which the foreground
is magnified and satisfyingly disproportional to the middle
distance and background.

Worthey is married to Patricia Worthey, a psycholo-
gist who maintains an independent practice in Everett,
Washington. John Worthey considers “art a major element
in our marriage. Psychology and art are close. Psychother-
apy practice is not mathematical: You don’t get the same
results every time. When you [do psychotherapy] with a
person, what worked with one person isn’t necessarily
effective with the next. Nothing is entirely firm or predict-
able. In the same way, you have to approach each painting
differently.”

Jacob Lawrence, the well-known African American art-
ist of the Harlem Renaissance, taught at the University of
Washington while Worthey was a student there. Worthey
describes Lawrence as “a very gentle wise man” and a major
influence on his art. Lawrence taught him that “a painting
must have three things: universality, clarity, and strength”—
characteristics that Worthey still strives, intentionally, to
achieve in his art. This painting attests to that vision.

Kate F. Hays
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