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On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on an interview with the
artist on January 17, 2013.

“When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it
hitched to everything else in the universe.” Famed early
environmentalist John Muir made that observation in 1911,
referring to the interconnectedness of nature. The comment
applies to individuals as well, of course: The psychologists
honored in this issue of the American Psychologist accom-
plished their award-winning work in part through their deep
and varied connections with colleagues, mentors, and loved
ones. Alan Stein’s Amsterdam Canals #2, this month’s cover
art, offers a vivid visual example of such interconnectedness;
the artist’s personal and professional history and artistic skills
are fully realized in this painting.

From early childhood, in Toronto, Ontario, Canada,
Stein knew that he wanted to be an artist. Life drawing classes
and oil painting in high school led to a traditional fine arts
education. During his college training, a visiting artist piqued
Stein’s interest in architectural glass. He later apprenticed
with Patrick Reyntiens in England, where there was an abun-
dance of work in cutting, assembling, and installing stained
glass church windows to replace those destroyed during the
Second World War. Reyntiens created the new windows for
the great cathedrals of Coventry and Liverpool.

Returning to Toronto, Stein spent 20 years doing stained
glass commissions across Canada, both restorations and
newly commissioned works. Finally, restless and eager to
work on his own rather than having to meet the expectations
of an organization or committee, in 1987, he moved with his
wife and their young children to Parry Sound, Ontario. There
he pursued his interests in painting, printmaking, and book
illustration, while his wife opened a bookstore. In this rural
setting, Stein focused his art increasingly on landscapes and
the natural world. At the same time, he made use of concepts
from his prior work with stained glass, such as the shifting of
perspective and the compression of images (not unlike Pica-
sso’s cubism), the use of symbols and symbolism, and the
balance between the freedom of painting and the necessity of
structure. His confidence in his technical skills and knowledge
led him to teach himself such arts as watercolor painting (well
enough to be elected to the Canadian Society of Painters in
Water Colour), papermaking, bookbinding, and typesetting.
His familiarity with underpainting resulted in the application
of this multilayered approach to his work in pastels.

Serendipity and Stein’s involvement with crafting books
resulted in major collaborations with Al Purdy, sometimes
described as Canada’s unofficial poet laureate. Purdy’s poems
covered the breadth of Canada, and Stein traveled across the
country to create wood engravings to accompany many of the
poems. For Purdy’s final large project, Home Country, a book

comprising poems and essays, Stein created the design, hand
made the covers, hand printed the contents, and had the 105
copies hand bound.

Over the years, Stein and his wife have travelled as often
as possible, and in the late winter of 2011 they spent 10 days
in Amsterdam, enthralled with the rivers, bridges, and canals.
Photos and sketches led to a series of paintings, one of which
is Amsterdam Canals #2. The whimsical nature of the multi-
directional, angular, and precariously balanced houses and
roller coaster bridge is countered by the somewhat sober and
ominous color palette Stein used. Partly, it refers back to the
black and white nature of graphic design and printmaking as
well as to the grayness of the northern Ontario winter land-
scapes to which Stein was accustomed. Stein also saw himself
as influenced in this painting by the Hague School, a group of
late 19th-century Dutch realist painters whose subdued hues
led them to be dubbed the Gray School. As well, Stein took
advantage of the wintry time of year, in which the leafless
trees allowed an unobstructed view of the prototypical 17th-
and 18th-century Dutch houses. On a personal level, Stein
reflected that his choice of a somber and mostly monochro-
matic palette, one that lasted for a period of about 10-15
years in his art, was profoundly connected to the suicide of
one of his three children. At the time, he “found it hard to
work in the same brilliant palette and large oils [that he had
previously used]. I retreated from that to something more
manageable. Now, [his son’s death] doesn’t seem to hang
over me.”

Describing the painting itself, Stein commented, “I’m
particularly attracted to the imperfections of architecture that
come with time. My buildings lean a bit. I often have several
perspectives in a picture, with different horizon lines. The
shapes of the buildings are the sort of thing I love: slightly
sagging, with multiple paned windows, and each roof differ-
ent. I could sit at a corner where two or three canals come
together and squeeze it all into one picture, a blend almost like
a panorama camera.

“I was interested in reflections in the canal, and I was
deliberate with the colors I used. They weren’t the same as the
actual colors. I decided that gray at the edge would allow
balancing, drawing your eye a certain way so that it keeps
moving around the painting, looking at the diagonals.”

The undulations of the bridge and fence echo the writh-
ing and shifting perspectives of the buildings themselves.
Whimsy, pathos, shifting points of view—all of these ele-
ments suggest not only the complexity of life but also a
celebration of it.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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