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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on March 7, 2015.

As with much of the postcolonial history of the city of
Toronto, Canada, its major thoroughfare reflects British
history, spelling, and pronunciation. Yonge Street, pictured
on the cover of this issue of American Psychologist, is
pronounced “young,” although it is hardly new.

For many years, Yonge Street was touted as the
world’s longest street. Although that notoriety is inaccu-
rate, the street nonetheless epitomizes the history and evo-
lution of this city, from its narrow confines as a military
outpost to its current diversity, home to some 140 lan-
guages. The southernmost end of Yonge Street starts at
Lake Ontario, and the street serves to bisect the eastern
from western parts of the city. As the painting on the cover,
by Alan King, illustrates, the street is an active descriptor
of much that is Toronto: a classic bank building next to the
façade of a turn-of-the-century four-story business office
alongside a midrise 21st-century office building. Beyond
the painting’s vista, a few blocks up Yonge Street, one sees
this juxtaposition writ even more broadly: older department
stores across the street from mini-malls, grande dame
theaters next to pawn shops, the western edge of the “gay
village,” midrise residences shifting to higher rise even
farther uptown, chain stores next to small businesses.

This vibrant bustle mixed with a sense of order is
depicted in the painting, Yonge Street, Toronto. The vehic-
ular traffic impatiently awaits the turn of the light, as a lone
pedestrian crosses the street. The actor Peter Ustinov fa-
mously described Toronto as New York run by the Swiss.

These shifts and changes are also descriptive of the
artist. Born and raised in a suburban town northeast of
Toronto—now encompassed within the Greater Toronto
Area—Alan King was early engaged in musical training
much more than fine art. He studied both piano and organ,
and began his university education pursuing music interests
before settling into a concentration in English. Although
not a public performer, King has maintained his passion for
classical music. He still plays piano for an hour every day
and is currently embarked on learning to play Bach’s
Goldberg Variations.

Following university graduation, King moved to To-
ronto. Intrigued especially by the work of caricature artists
such as David Levine and Ronald Searle, on a whim he sent
a political cartoon of a Canadian premier to Time maga-
zine. He heard nothing from the organization but the fol-
lowing week was pleased to see his cartoon published.
Contacting a colleague to find out how much he might
expect to be paid, he came face to face with the world of
commercial art: His friend said $50 was likely.

For a number of years, King worked as a freelance
illustrator for magazines, book publishers, advertising
agencies, and a billboard company. Moving to Ottawa, the
nation’s capital, King was appointed editorial art director
of that city’s major newspaper, subsequently becoming the
paper’s editorial cartoonist in tandem with writing a weekly
column on the visual arts. He left this position only when
the newspaper was bought by an organization whose po-
litical perspective was 180 degrees opposite his own.

For the past several years, King has been working as
a web designer and freelance artist, whether as an illustra-
tor/designer or creating advertising, logos, cartoons, or
flash animation. He describes his first love, however, as oil
painting. On his return to Toronto some 30 years after his
earlier time in the city, he realized that “Toronto had
changed so drastically, it was a total shock. A friend of
mine, a local archivist, was working on a project docu-
menting the iconic buildings that were no longer there—
and what was now in their place. I was interested in this
mix of old and new, this melding and the way that Toronto
is trying to preserve some of its history.”

King describes some of this preservation as “façadism,”
that is, maintaining the 19th-century exterior of a building
while tearing out and rebuilding everything beyond. One can
see this shift from old to new in the painting of Yonge Street,
Toronto: The four story “building” second from right is actu-
ally now only an arcade with a midrise business office behind;
the building to the left of that one clearly depicts the façade
with a new structure built directly above it.

“What it shows,” King suggests, “is what a vibrant city
Toronto is. In a lot of cities in the United States, the core has
been left to die. This thriving downtown makes Toronto an
amazing place. It’s a model city in so many ways, maybe
because it’s so diverse—there are so many interests and cul-
tures that have to accommodate one another.”

Yonge Street, Toronto: was part of a cityscape series
King painted to articulate this change that he had experi-
enced and could see, as well as to serve as a marker for
Toronto’s current vista. As he notes, “the impact of [my]
long experience as a graphic designer and illustrator can be
seen in [my] treatment of color, line and composition.” The
soft and shimmering image also reflects King’s slightly
nostalgic experience of reconnection to a place of personal
history: “These are familiar precincts and they evoke un-
expected memories—lost loves, comic catastrophes, trans-
forming events. There’s a certain emotion-recollected-in-
tranquility quality to it.”

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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