
THE COLOR OF SOUND
 
BY STAN LEY WHITN EY 

WHEN I WAS A KID growing up outs ide 
Philadelphia, music was always there 
with me. Just being African-American, 
music was a thing that really got people 
through. There was a lot of music on 
the radio in Philadelphia, a lot of black 
stations. I began with rock 'n' roll, then 
moved on to jazz-Omette Coleman 
and Coltrane. Sam Rivers, who died 
in 2011.That music was a real reach, 
because it wasn't easy to listen to. I 
used to go up to New York frequently, to 
Slugs or til e Five Spot, but I was really 
yo mg and didn't know quite what I was 
doing. I just felt that was where I wanted 
to be. I knew I was a painter, an artist, 
but I didn't know what that meant . 

As an arti st. I was alw ays ask ing , 
"Wtlere is the Other? " I looked every­
where. but I didn 't see mys elf. I would 
ask , "Where am I? " When I heard th at 
music , though, I though t. "There I 
am ." That Other: it wasn 't som ething 
you saw easily in the world . It was n't 
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The Five Spot Cafe, New York, ' 957. 
Pho to Burt Gli nn. Co urtesy Magnum Photos. 

some thing you saw in high sc hool. 
It wasn't something in the bo oks I 
was read ing. You know , when I finall y 
read .Jarn es Baldwin, when I sta rt ed 
list ing to Ornett e, to Co ltrane, I real­
ized, "That 's my life," 

I never play ed musi c , and when 
I hung out with musicians, I d idn' t 
want to be one, be cause I di dn 't like 
that lifestyle. I'd th ink , "Oh God, I 
want to go ho me to bed. " Because 
the th ing ab out painting is that you 
have to grow root s, Music is a hard , 
ha rd lifestyle. People d ied you ng. I 
don ' t play, and I don 't read mus ic . Al l 
I know is what I hear, what so unds 
rigtlt and feels right. With an African 
beat, or an Afr ican-American beat. 
you have to get to the cen ter of it. I 
want my pa inting s to do that. to be in 
tile mu sic , to have all kinds of beat s. 
Color is closely relate d to music 
bec ause there's so mu ch feeling to it. 
You really fee l hat red . tha t blue. 

When I first saw Cezanne , I thouq ht 
of Charlie Parker. The way the pa int­
ing moved- I thought of that in terms 
of music . The paint ing didn' t stay still. 
You know: mark. mark, mark ; move­
ment , movement, movement. It really 
is pu t together in pieces . You can 
see every brushstroke. I underst ood 
that in terms of mus ic. I attended the 
Col umbus College of Ar t and Design, 
in Ohio. At the Columbus Museum of 
Art I saw this pa int ing-Cezann e's 
Victor Cho cquet Seated- and that 
was it. It' s really not so much a por trait 
as a lesson in how to put a paint ing 
together. Just in terms of the rtly thm­
light. da rk, ligrl t, dark. No matter wha t 
you' re pai nting-a fac e, a head-you 
have to get the right rhyt hm . 

I am a colorist. but for me Albers is 
too institutional. I like Mondrian when 
he gets to Broadway Boogie Woogie. 
Judd- when he gets to those last 
pieces, where he puts all the color 
things together. I love Joan Mitcl,ell. 
When Albers was work ing. people were 
trying to devise a new language. But 
there were places where they wouldn't 
go. They would n't go to India or Africa. 
These days, peop le are comfortable 
going everywhere. Being black in 
America now-it 's out. It's allowed to 
be. TIl e kind of language, til e kind of 
walk, the kind of talk. Before, it was real­
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Iy underground. Everyone is allowed to 
be who they say they are, who they want 
to be. That's the kind of color I want. 

Paintings really are the col or of 
sound. Music is, in a sense, the 
heartbeat. I'll be listening to some­
thing-say, Fela's "Sorrow, Tears and 
Blood." I'll start til e paint ing. Miles 
Davis 's "Bitch es Brew ": that' s the 
music I want playing when I begin, to 
get me go ing-a kind of door. Maybe 
I'm listen ing in the beginning , bu t 
as the paint ing beco mes more real 
I go into a trance. I sense the music 
somewhere, but when I paint I'm really 
focused. I'll hear it again as I'm com ing 
out. Maybe I'll start dancing th en, if I 
get a painting I really like. 

For a long time I was really into dis­
covering music . You know. go ing to 
these huge reco rd co llecti ons. Now I'm 
not. I'm not out disco vering hip-hop. 
Every generation chooses what they 
want from music . What I wan t is very 
different from what my son wants. I'm 
really marked by the music of my youth 
during the 7 0s- mostly America n. 
But I like music with a big beat. James 
Brown . Afr ican music. Johnny Cash. 
But classical music, country and west­
ern-they are too moody. Even Arab 
music- it' s like the burden of life. 

The African-American experience 
isn' t really about the burden of life. 
We don't get into til e graveyard. You 
see these black guys on a corner in a 
run-down neighborhood and they're 
all laughing and giggling and having a 
good time. Even Billie Holiday. They just 
tort ured her over "Strange Fruit. " In fact , 
she was completely inspirational. John 
Chamb erlain once said that the two 
biggest things he did in his life were 
have a drink with Billie Holiday and 
smoke a joint with Louis Armstrong. 

My paint ing is can-and-response. 
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Opp osite bot tom, Whitney in his studio. Photo Sarah Kurz . 

I put a co lor down , then ca ll for 
another co lor. I never know-the 
colors are not planne d out. It 's a 
simple sys tem that allows th e co lo r 
to be very com plica ted. Even when I 
go through the same bowl s of pa int 
two or three times, I can never get 
back to the exac t same hue. The re 
migh t be two or three layers of one 
color, or one color on top of another. 
Sometimes things shift a little. to til e 
lett. to the right, more space or less 
sp ace. They're in sync, they' re not 
in sync. They have mo re value, more 
density. or less. I'm always str iving to 
make the colors more tacti le. 

I found a great recording of Bud 
Powell playing a bad piano in Paris and 
it' s just incred ible. I gave it to some­
one once and they complained , "The 
piano isn't even tuned !" And I said , 
"That 's what 's so great abo ut it." And 
the beat !- not off-b eat. but a kind of 

in-between beat. Those were brilliant, 
br illiant peop le. And so out on their 
own , you know? That's why they didn ' t 
survive. That music is st ill really hard 
for a lot of people to understand. 

My paintings seem very easy. It' s 
basicall y the same thing with jazz. It 
has to appear as if you just get up and 
play these instruments, that there's no 
struggle wi th how it 's done. People 
don' t really get the intellect of it. It 's 
like Co ltrane usin g a simp le melody, 
I just use a simple square, You could 
say, "0 1'1 , he just pa ints squa res ," or, 
"He just paints squares on a gr id : 
They think they know what they see 
but when they really look they don' t 
recognize it. It 's not just squ ares. It 's 
like Cezanne: not jus t apples. It' s sort 
of get ting to tile questio n, "Wh at is it 
to be human?" Jazz really gets to that. 

- As told to Faye Hirsch 




