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Portions of the following are based on an interview with the artist on March 11, 2003.
Albert Handell (born 1937) knew at an early age that he wanted to be an artist. Although his

parents, both immigrants to the United States (his mother from England, his father from Russia), did not
discourage him, neither did they encourage his choice of a career. Like American Psychologist cover
artist Isshu Fujiwara (see the February 2003 issue), Handell as a youngster drew with chalk on the
streets of his hometown, Brooklyn, New York. By age 19, Handell had taken art classes and had begun
showing his work at the Greenwich Village Outdoor Art Show. The thrill of selling those pictures led
him to know that he wanted to spend the rest of his life painting.

After studying for four years in Europe, Handell returned to the United States and was quickly
accepted at several galleries. Not content with staying put, he painted for a year in Mexico then
became an art instructor at the University of Utah. Painting and teaching became two significant
themes in his life. He returned to the East Coast, settling in Woodstock, New York, where he painted and
taught for 13 years.

Enchanted by the light during a trip to Santa Fe, New Mexico, he moved west in the mid-1980s
to capture that light on canvas. Handell contrasted the two different looks: “As an Easterner, you look
at the world as north and south. Out here it’s high and low” (Waldron, 1999, p. 44). He said that in the
East, he emphasized the rocks and flowering trees, whereas in New Mexico, he stresses “the changing
light as the sun turns from white to yellow to red and stains the Sangre de Cristo Mountains with
brilliant red” (Waldron, 1999, p. 46). Handell captures what the changing light does to the colors not
only of the mountains but also of the adobe, trees, snow, and everything else in his environment. He
captures both light and shadow, painting the colors in harmony but quite differently depending on
where the light hits.

Handell’s credentials are impressive. Since 1961, he has had over 30 one-man shows, received
over 70 awards for his work, and has paintings in numerous private and public collections and muse-
ums. A pastelist as well as an oil painter, he has won awards in both mediums. Through his teaching,
Handell became clear about why he does what he does as an artist, and this led to five books, four
coauthored with his former wife, Leslie Trainer, and the most recent one with his current wife, Anita
Louise West. The books cover oil painting, pastel painting, composition, light, and landscape. He now
offers eight workshops a year and says that working with the students gives him many rewards.

The Old Bridge on the cover of this issue is a plein aire pastel painting of an old bridge in
Redding, California, next to the new bridge that replaced it. Handell was one of the first to take a studio
medium, pastel, out of the studio. The challenge was handling the hundreds of colors offered by pastels
and adjusting the medium by organizing the materials to be able to work on location, where he has to
act quickly because the sun keeps moving. What caught Handell’s eye with the old bridge were the
patterns of the sunlight on the bridge and the water and the strong pattern of light and shade, which
give the painting a luminous quality. He finds that type of lighting has an emotional impact. The
intensity of the image was increased by Handell moving close to the bridge, not painting it from a
distance.

It has been said of Handell that he lives to paint and paints to live. When asked about that, he said
that he really does do both. He is at his studio every day and feels that every cell in his body is a painter.
Handell’s life and work are totally interwoven.
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