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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on January 31, 2015.

As spring turns toward summer, thoughts of vacation,
and for many, lakeside, come to mind. Even viewing an
image such as the red doors of a boathouse can evoke
aspects of lake living: a sense of calm, gentle warmth, and
opportunity for human connection. Susan Oomen, whose
Red Doors II provides the cover art for this issue of
American Psychologist, has created various types of art
over the years. She notes, though, that there is continuity in
the theme of all of her art: “We search for things that are
peaceful.”

Having grown up in a large family within a small and
caring community, Oomen notes that her art is rooted in her
past. The daughter of Dutch émigrés, she was a middle
child surrounded by 10 siblings. It was a small house, and
there were many chores on the farm. She commented,
“With all the farm animals, and with six brothers and four
sisters, every day was an adventure. Culture and the arts,
though, wasn’t part of it.” She reflects on her evolving
motivations to pursue art:

When you’re one of the middle children, you have to do some-
thing to get attention. I felt I had to do more than be just a
daughter or a sister. There was TV, but not much in the way of
extracurricular activity. I developed my own interests; I wanted to
write or draw. I started writing a book when I was a kid.

I know that handling a group of 11 kids was a complicated
situation. So many people were trying to be themselves, and at the
same time, there were limited resources.

Looking back, Oomen appreciates her family’s capac-
ity to support individual development within the demands
of the community:

Drawing became the easiest thing to do. Materials were easy to
get. In this farming community, there were the cows and the
tractors. Someone drawing and painting was foreign to them. So
I was recognized at a young age—and it was nice to be able to
have something that was unique and individual.

By the time I was 8 or 10, people started giving me canvases and
oils. A bachelor neighbor gave me pointers on landscape painting.
An older woman gave me her whole paint set when she died. It
consisted of little lead tubes of yellow and green. I did eventually
use them up.

During the first couple of years in high school, Oomen
encountered a supportive art teacher, one who was an artist
herself, had high standards, and could spot and nurture
“true interest.” Oomen noted that “she treasured people
who were taking things seriously and were really looking
for more.”

Oomen attended Queens University in nearby Kings-
ton, Ontario, relishing the exposure to culture and other
artists as well as the experience of an arts community. In
1976, she graduated with a fine arts degree within the fine
arts studio program.

Graduation from university was a challenging transi-
tional time, however:

I had a desire to paint—to be an artist. I felt pressured to paint
something but at the same time didn’t have enough experience to
know what to work on. I did some printmaking and some sculp-
ture. And then for a while I started painting shadows of myself—
shadows of myself against buildings, with vegetation. . . . I didn’t
know who I was, farm girl, university graduate, artist—I was trying
to figure out who I was.

Marriage, children, moving, teaching art were all shifts
that Oomen made: the reality of life, of accumulation, raising
children, having bills to pay. For some years, living in an
isolated northern vista, she painted variations on white:
windswept snow, the farmhouses of her childhood on the
horizon, some spots of color and life in the interior. The
images were boxed in, carefully regulated.

For the past 5 to 10 years, Oomen has headed in a
different direction: She has been working on water images
with vivid color, perhaps none as strong as these Red
Doors. She was inspired by time spent in Muskoka, a lakes
region of Ontario, intrigued by the water and the technical
challenges of capturing the reflection of objects within it.
“Over time,” she says, “my images and especially reflec-
tions became more painterly and abstracted, as if the build-
ing and trees themselves appear to fall apart and disappear
into dark, dappled water.”

This kind of play between reality and abstraction
engages the viewer facing the two red boathouse doors.
The doors both shut out the world and yet invite the viewer
in toward an implied interior action. One notes the seem-
ingly careless daubs of white, arrayed tighter and closer as
the water reflection appears nearer to the viewer. The
vertical and horizontal symmetry of white stripes serves to
distinguish doors from building and building from water.
The actual two-dimensional vertical stripe yet conveys the
90-degree angle defined by land separated from water. As
Oomen noted, she deliberately created a static, centered
image, so that the viewer’s eye, instead of moving left to
right, shifts from top to bottom, from the constructed object
to abstracted reflection. The painting offers us an interplay
of real and imagined, and the action inherent in the stillness
of a lake.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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