
On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on April 9, 2007.

For those readers of the American Psychologist who
also pay attention to The New Yorker, Gretchen Dow
Simpson’s Astoria, OR, this month’s cover art, may feel
decidedly evocative. During the 1970s and 1980s, Simpson
sold over 60 paintings to The New Yorker as cover art for
that magazine.

Simpson is aware of the kind of attachment that peo-
ple often develop to artists whose work they encounter in
magazines. “There is something intimate about magazine
art,” she notes. “Holding someone’s art while you are
sitting in a chair or lying down is very different than seeing
it on the walls of a gallery.”

Simpson began submitting paintings to The New
Yorker in 1966. She had become aware of the magazine a
few years before, after having moved to New York. With
the hubris of youth and adventure, she decided that making
art for the magazine would be easy. “I kept sending stuff to
them, simple drawings, rooftops, young art, often made
with magic markers. They kept sending me encouraging
rejection slips.”

Nine years after her first submission, she received an
acceptance letter from Lee Lorenz, the then-new art editor.
Simpson recalls that she felt as if her entire body was
shaking when she was told that the magazine was going to
buy one of her paintings. The collaboration continued over
the next 19 years.

“It was a wonderful time. From the beginning, I was
encouraged to ‘paint what you like.’ Now, whenever I get
stuck, I remind myself of that advice. Mr. Shawn [editor of
The New Yorker from 1951 to 1987] didn’t want to inter-
fere with the artists. They [Shawn and Lorenz] said they
wanted readers to look forward to the artist and his or her
work.

“The first year, I sold them four paintings; the next,
seven; and the following year, six. The year after that, I
didn’t sell any. ‘Why aren’t you buying anything?’ I asked.
The reply: ‘I think you’re trying to second guess us. Why
don’t you go back to painting what you want.’

“One of the great things about working for them then
was that they never told me what to paint. If they liked it,
they would use it.” After a painting was on the cover,
Simpson notes, “I could sell the painting itself, and I could
make prints or posters, so each painting ended up with
multiple uses.” She was also asked to travel and give slide
talks for the magazine: “As a result of being a New Yorker
cover artist, there have been many commissions and refer-

rals [that come] from the credibility that you gain in having
your self in print.

“I started out with a black line around everything, and
then I would fill in the shapes. My style changed over the
years. After therapy, I dropped the black line and strength-
ened the color. The New Yorker wanted more lively color.”
Ultimately, with changes in the editorial persona and eye,
they “wanted more timely covers, art that would be on
one’s coffee table for a week rather than six months.”
Simpson’s covers now appear occasionally, rather than
being the staple they were in that earlier time. Recently, in
recognition of her extensive creative and productive life as
an artist, she received an honorary doctoral degree from
Bryant University.

As with any artist—whether visual or aural—whose
style evolves over time, changes can be disconcerting to a
loyal following. “Now, a lot of the older people remember
my [New Yorker] covers. The covers are stronger in their
minds than my present work. Sometimes it takes a while
for them to get used to the idea that these paintings are not
covers.”

Astoria, OR maintains many of the aspects that are so
deeply satisfactory about much of Simpson’s art. The
painting hovers on the line that separates the abstract from
the figurative. The component parts are clearly recogniz-
able and at the same time, simplified to their essence.
Simpson enjoys taking “excerpts of architectural shapes,
elements that people wouldn’t necessarily notice together,
smaller parts of bigger things, and making them as impor-
tant as the bigger thing.” She notes that she always wants
her art to have an abstract background and that she enjoys
“taking stuff out rather than putting it in.” The current
image comes from the corner of a yard at a friend’s house
in Oregon. “I was attracted to the bold lines of the fence
and the sharpness of the grasses. I loved the blue, stormy
sky that came between the slats of the fence.”

The stolid, rust-colored shingles of the building con-
trast with the lyrical rounded shapes of the grasses, while
the strips of sky and fence tease the viewer’s figure–ground
perception. “It is the treating of the commonplace with the
feeling of the sublime that gives to art its true power,”
commented the 19th-century Romantic Realist artist Jean-
Francois Millet. In this painting, it is the balance of shapes,
colors, textures, flatness, and depth, all in a nearly flat
frontal plane, that brings these commonplace elements to a
sublime, satisfying whole.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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