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ON THE COVER

Etude by Richard C. Whitten

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on November 2, 2015.

From the first, Richard Whitten was a polymath. A New
Yorker, he created his first painting at Age 3, of storm
clouds from the Staten Island Ferry. In eighth grade, he
convinced his school to let him design an independent study
focused on Jungian psychology and the intersection of
dreams and mythology. (Now a professor of painting at
Rhode Island College, the artist, whose work is on the cover
of this month’s American Psychologist, comments that al-
though he teaches from an entirely rational position, dreams
continue to be important to him.) Whitten’s father, a com-
modities futures broker, encouraged Whitten to become an
artist; conversely, his mother, an artist—with an M.B.A.—
was concerned that he have a profitable career.

These competing aspects of Whitten’s life have continued
throughout: He “grew up” on the floor of the Cotton Exchange,
assisting his father from Age 15, acquiring his commodity
trader’s license at Age 18. While attending Yale University
and receiving a Bachelor of Arts in Economics, he took many
fine arts classes. Ultimately, Whitten decided that art was a
greater challenge than economics and obtained an M.F.A. in
painting from the University of California, Davis.

Although steeped in the tradition of classical artistic rep-
resentation, Whitten was originally more taken with sculp-
ture than painting. He felt sculpture to be the object itself
while a painting was only an image of a thing. He turned to
the art of abstract expressionists who saw paintings as
two-dimensional sculpture that was simultaneously image.
He eventually returned to representation, but in an effort to
emphasize the painting as object, he creates images that are
painted on shaped but flat wooden panels. His images owe
much to classical architecture, sculpture, and playful 19th-
century toys. In a video, Whitten commented of his work:

They’re almost not paintings. I see them as things that shift
from being an object to a painting. I want viewers to journey
from the object nature of the painting into the illusion of the
painting. I want them to be sucked into a world in which they
can explore and play. Thus, the line between the everyday and
the imagination becomes very soft, very blurry—very pene-
trable. (https://vimeo.com/136265791)

Whitten described his own central interests in painting to
be twofold: to organize space through architecture and to
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create “activity,” that is, lifelikeness within that space. He
sees his painting to be a conversation between himself and
an implied viewer—a way to offer intellectual and emo-
tional pleasure to another person.

Although Whitten may complete the actual painting pro-
cess within a month or two, developing a painting can take
years. He begins with a concept, develops it in notebooks,
and then constructs sculptural objects particularly so that he
can manipulate and draw the shadows cast by them. The real
excitement for him is in the notebook, “the discovery of the
idea—the kernel that will entrance my imagined audience.”

Whitten traces the idea of painting a spiral staircase, for
example, as having begun in 1989. As the name implies,
“Etude” itself—the painting on the cover—was a study for
a larger painting. He had initially made a study drawing of
a spiral staircase, and then, much later, expanded it both
upward and downward. He reflected:

I have a theory about how people exist—that we are moving
in a spiral rather than in just a circle. Nevertheless, I see a
painting as a portrait of a person at a specific moment. For me,
the staircase represents a place that is tied to both the next and
the previous stages in one’s psychological development. This
painting implies unseen worlds both above as well as below.

Whitten commented on the way that Jean Cocteau’s 1950
French film, Orphée, influenced him. The image of the hero
going through a mirror into the underworld is like a viewer
entering a dream world—and Whitten evokes this world in
his paintings by using lighting that has a theatrical and
dreamlike quality. Similarly, the keyhole shape denotes

a passage from the world of the viewer into the world of the
painting. The keyhole functions in a way that is similar to how a
dreamer understands the “separateness” of a dream from waking
life. The world of the painting is not, however, entirely hermetic.
It offers views of different vistas, some seen and some that aren’t.

The connection of vistas, like looking into a dream, implies
the connection between past and future. As with our lives, this
painting moves our eye forward and backward, up and down,
turning through the known and into the unknown. Structure
and reality are balanced with evanescence and mystery.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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