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ON THE COVER

Optimism by Russ Riendeau

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on August 12, 2020.

How many faces do you see in the painting on this month’s
issue of the American Psychologist? Late one night, the artist,
Russ Riendeau was feeling the stress of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Knowing that his anxiety would not let him sleep, he
headed for his paints and brushes. Picking colors he especially
likes, he began splashing them on the canvas, waiting for
chemistry and luck to work their magic. Back in bed, he
realized he was eager for morning to see how the colors—so
vibrant when wet—Ilooked when they dried.

The magic worked. Edges of the colors had created a
group of profiles. The ones on the right have pursed lips
aimed toward the people on the left who seem pensive and
a bit sad. Are the ones on the right gently talking, or perhaps
blowing healing thoughts? Riendeau’s first title for the work
was Windward Healing, but he later decided he liked Op-
timism better because it was what he felt from the paint-
ing—and it was what he needed that night.

Growing up in the 1960s with a serious, hardworking
father and a mother with great curiosity and a big laugh,
Riendeau had very supportive parents. They encouraged
Riendeau to go out and try things that interested him, and
that advice has worked for him throughout his life. He was
a serious hockey player but turned down a college scholar-
ship to stay near Cheryl, his high school sweetheart, who
happily has been his wife and the mother of their children
for many years. And so, he went to work building houses,
not swinging a hammer but in management, where he
learned a lot about leadership.

At age 30 Riendeau decided it was time for college and,
after 14 years of mostly night classes, emerged with a PhD
in psychology. He used his insights, people skills, and
applied behavioral science tools from psychology as well as
his experience from all the jobs he had held to develop an
executive search practice. He says that he has two parallel
careers. One is executive placement, a buttoned-down world
where to be considered a legitimate recruiter he needs to
behave in a certain way to be taken seriously. The other is
his creative world of art (painting and sculpture), music (he
has seven original albums), and poetry. After 35 years in
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executive search, he feels that art keeps his ideas fresh, and
owning his own business gives him more time for his art.

Riendeau’s sense of humor appears in a unique work, his
Everest Easel (https://www.artprize.org/russell-riendeau/
2014/everest-easel). He “channeled” Dr. Seuss to design an
open easel and became obsessed with building it. Riendeau
and a contractor built the very large, heavy, cockeyed ea-
sel—but then Cheryl asked what he was going to do with it.
The sculpture was installed in front of a hospital where
people—uvisitors, staff, and patients—have discovered a
perfect place for selfies, positioning themselves inside the
frame. Riendeau concludes: As an artist you are never sure
how things will turn out.

Riendeau senses a dynamic relationship to his art. One
experience really anchored the power of art for him. In
2013, he and his wife had cut down a dying juniper tree, and
as he tossed the pieces of wood on a fire, he noticed that one
limb had the profile of a horse’s head. Following his in-
stincts, he pulled it from the pile and worked on it for 8
months. Satisfied with how it turned out, he had a bronze
casting done of the finished work—which subsequently
won a blue ribbon prize at a large art exhibition in the
Chicago area. He also took it to an art photographer, who
called one stormy night to say the photograph was ready.
When Riendeau arrived to pick it up, he sensed carbon
monoxide and saw that the photographer was wobbly. An-
other man in the building was slumped over his desk. The
lives of both men were saved because he saw something in
that piece of juniper. You never know how things will turn
out.

Riendeau has suffered some hearing loss over the past 4
years, which caused him to disengage, to retreat inward and
engage more in his artwork. His art and writing reflect how
he saw life differently in the wake of this experience. He
enjoys writing and has authored many talent-acquisition
books. Riendeau also writes poetry and feels that even one
poem can make a difference to an individual as it leads to
deeper insights. For him as well as others, optimism can
flow from creative endeavors, whether artwork or poetry.
He likes to think of it as “casting inspiration forward.”
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