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Robert C Wittig, former marine and Vietnam veteran, is a self-taught artist who characterizes himself as a modem 
American realist. Bom in Chicago, Illinois, in 1948, he has lived on the same street most of his life. When he was a 
small child, h s  grandfather told him that the alleys in America were paved in gold, not the streets. At the time, Wittig 
thought that was silly, but, as an adult, he realized that his grandfather was onto something. Wittig enjoyed exploring 
the alleys with his dog and felt that his dog shared his affinity for the alleys and what and whom they found there. 
Wittig wrote, "I wish I could see the things that she sees with her nose, and paint them that way, so she could sniff one 
of my paintings, and thmk, yeah, I know that place. . I' (Wittig, 2001). 

Due to a degeneration of the Broca's area of the brain, Wittig began losing h s  hearing and ability to speak 
about 10 years ago. As his condition deteriorated he had to give up his h i t u r e  refinishmg business, and, in 1994, 
he had a stroke that did serious damage to his cognitive processes. In 1996, following a period of depression, he 
devoted hmself to intensive study, learning to sculpt, sketch, draw, paint, and think. 

Intribwed by the enigma of modem ar-which he did not like at all-he set out to solve the mystery. He felt 
that art authorities were telling hun he should like modem art, but his reaction to abstract work was that these painters 
could not paint very well and that they worked hard to cover this up. The rest of the story is best told in his own words: 

Then one day the Art Institute here in Chicago (I had become a regular member and weekly visitor) hung a huge, ugly canvas by 
someone I had never heard of before, Leon Golub, and 1 walked Into this room full of typical lame modern works, and there on the far 
wall was this huge house painter's canvas tap, covered with this incredibly crude, wlgar, leering, amateurish depiction of some 
mereeniuy goons torhuing someone. 

My first reaction was usual. . . hey, this p y  picked himself a topic that was at once high in shock value and politically correct, 
and here his work sits, in the art institute, but I am a more skillful painter than this man. . . . And then I noticed that tears were running 
down my face, that something in his painting was so honest that it had been able to reach right around all my prejudices and get to me 
in a way that I did not think I could be reached. And as 1 was blowing my nose down in the washroom a few minutes later, I realized the 
meaning of art, as opposed to the skill of painting. (Wittig. 2000b) 

Afier thls experience, although still believing that most modem painting is rather mediocre, Witting was convinced 
that some of it truly is art. He also realized that the possibility existed for h m  to be not only a skillful painter but a 
better artist as well. He believes that "science concerns itself with the search for truth (objective reality), and art 
concerns itself with the search for honesty (subjective reality)" (Wittig, 2000a). 

Wittig has called the image on the cover a psychological self-portrait of the Kerosene Man. Wittig portrayed 
himself as a white-bearded man in a dark coat looking off to one side. Flames bum behmd his right shoulder but 
almost seem to illuminate the face. When asked about the fire, Wittig responded "Because it is Kerosene Man's 
nature to burn" (R. Wittig, personal communication, 2002). The fire was added in the last color session of working on 
this picture, and he was a bit mystified by the sudden appearance of the flames. In a previous session, he had joyfully, 
Pollock-like painted the beard that was bushy because he was letting it grow. He spent more than h s  usual time on the 
facial anatomy, including his crooked mouth that had resulted from having most of his teeth removed due to the 
seizure medication that ruined his teeth and gums. This portrait is so thick with layers of paint that Wittig reported it 
still felt tacky afier a year of drying (Wittig, 2000d). 

According to Wittig, when doing a self-portrait, he stands in front of a mirror and lets his hands paint whatever 
they think h s  eyes appear to see. "When painting one's-self, the process is incalculably complicated, by the fact that 
the work is self-referential, and the brain knows it, at every level, conscious, unconscious, subconscious, ego, id, you 
name it, all of those voiceless and vociferous little parts of one's-self are going to do their best to add their 'two cents' 
into the final product" (Wittig, 2000~). The power and anguish seen in Wittig's portraits give evidence to a life 
suffered and lived fully. 
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