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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on April 14, 2008.

Humorous and self-deprecating, even in a telephone
interview, Charlie Mercer is quick to “blame” his wife for
his predilection for sketching: “It’s all my wife Lisa’s
fault,” he comments. “She’s a very good photographer;
wherever we go, she’s always documenting things. I never
could compete with that. Instead, probably to win the hand
of that fair maiden, when we were in college I did a couple
of drawings to impress her. After a while, when we trav-
eled, wherever we were staying I’d draw a sketch and then
color it in with pens or pencil. I’ve probably been doing
this for 15–20 years.”

On reflection, Mercer describes his sketches as “just
for my own sense of posterity, a way to see the places I’ve
been. It’s my own whimsical thing, just to know that I
existed in that spot, just to be quirky. When I finish a
drawing, I feel a sense of fulfillment, that I’ve completed
something.”

Born in Boston, Mercer lived in rural New Hampshire
until age 10, spent his high school years in Newton, Mas-
sachusetts, and Arlington, Virginia, and completed an un-
dergraduate degree in philosophy at the College of William
and Mary. He and Lisa moved to Los Angeles, where
Mercer pursued a career in acting. He obtained a master of
arts in psychology from Pepperdine University, and they
returned to the East Coast when their first child, Kate, was
born. In 2006, Mercer began working at APA, where he
serves as a technical information specialist in PsycINFO. In
addition, he is currently pursuing a post-master’s certificate
in school counseling.

Mercer has had limited formal training in art. In high
school, he took an art class, learning the rudimentary rules
of perspective and vanishing points. Although he was not
interested in pursuing an arts education, he was always
drawn to the visual arts, starting with comic books as a
child; he loved to sketch and doodle and enjoyed going to
museums to view drawings and paintings.

Mercer’s sense of his sketching self became somewhat
refined and clarified during the couple’s time in California.
As they traveled up and down the coast, Mercer found
technical inspiration through an unlikely source: the high
drama on old John Steinbeck paperback book covers. He
spent time at the Huntington Art Collections and was
intrigued by looking at artists’ reworkings of their initial
ideas; he could see art creation as a process, not just a

finished product. For a time, he worked at the J. Paul Getty
Museum, finding beautiful spots to sketch while there.

The drawing on this month’s cover of the American
Psychologist began on a mid-July morning, during a work
break. “My work is highly cerebral, and sketching creates
a real balance. One of the reasons I draw freehand is
because of my personality. I’m overly intense and perfec-
tionistic. I’ve crumpled up plenty of sketches. But drawing
just kind of grounds you. I’d never tried to draw this
building before, so I had no preconceived notions. Probably
the biggest challenge is getting over the feeling that I don’t
know how to draw.

“I was outside the APA building, in the courtyard.
That’s where I was, and I just wanted to document that
moment. Even by mid-morning, it was 95°, and I was
dripping from the heat and humidity. Fifteen minutes was
about as long as I could stand. Day after day, over about
20–25 days, I would go out there for a brief while, drawing
pen and ink lines. I wasn’t trying to get a totally accurate
representation. I started at the top of the building and fit it
together like a puzzle. As soon as I got frustrated, I would
stop, and pick up on the drawing another day.

“I dug out a box of 24 colored pencils and began
filling in the spaces, deciding which colors would look cool
next to each other, just trying to make them pleasing to me.
These weren’t the actual colors of the building. I sort of try
to capture the essence of what I’m seeing in a quasi-
realistic, quasi-cartoony way. In this drawing, there were
places where I ran out of room, but the whole picture came
together; there was an overall gestalt where—maybe be-
cause it’s kind of cartoony—the eye says, okay. People
could say, ‘Oh yeah, I know where that is.’

“When APA held its first annual staff art show, I
thought it would be funny to enter a drawing of the APA
building itself. It was a great first-year art show.”

With the observation point from Mercer’s perspec-
tive—the hands, clipboard, and feet at the lower left almost
place the viewer within Mercer’s body—this lively, color-
ful, and energetic sketch exudes the shimmering heat of
summer. Its particular mix—both accurate representation
and caricature, repeating angular lines and rounded curves,
static buildings and live person-in-this-moment, the urban
landscape within the natural heat of day—allows for an
affective engagement with the scene and the artist.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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