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EDITOR’S NOTE For six decades, Jack Whitten kept  
a log as a private exercise, recording and 
processing the experiences and experiments of 
his art-making as well as reflecting on the way his 
studio life intertwined with his daily life. From the 
outset, however, he was also concerned with 
writing itself. Early poems, stretches of imperative 
aphoristic writing, essays, talks, and published 
texts all show a stylistic sophistication, and there 
are occasions when even the private logs seem  
to address an audience. While Whitten did not 
share his notes with anyone as he wrote them, 
there were clearly moments when he had a public 
in mind. Whitten’s decision in 2013 to allow me  
to read and then publish his studio notes came in 
part, I believe, from his feeling that the audience 
he had once imagined now existed and was  
ready to listen. 
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’60s

The 1960’s

My first studio in New York was a storefront at 369 East 10th Street 
between Avenue B and Avenue C. Stanley’s Bar was on the corner of 
Avenue B at 12th Street. The Lower East Side in 1960 was a thriving young 
art community and Stanley’s Bar was our favorite meeting place. Every 
night of the week I could speak with Ishmael Reed, Calvin C. Hernton, 
David Henderson, and other members of the Umbra Group of Poets and 
Writers. Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg often frequented the bar on off 
hours. Stanley, the Polish owner, knew Charlie Parker who was also a 
visitor in the early fifties. I loved to hear Stanley’s stories about Charlie 
Parker spending hours playing the jukebox and playing Polish polkas!

Stanley, like Mike Fanelli who I would meet later in the sixties when  
I moved to the Lower West Side, was a friend of the artist. You could 
always get a hot meal on credit, cash a check without having a routine 
identification card; this was important because who had a bank account? 
The first time I ever showed a painting in public was at Stanley’s . . . a 
small group of collage paintings from 1963. The first painting I ever sold 
was to the superintendent of the building where my studio was: a Spanish 
fellow who often came in to admire what I was doing and paid $35 for  
a small 1961 painting as a Christmas present for his wife.

Edios Group was a small artist co- op gallery on Avenue B in the 
mezzanine of the Old Charles Theatre. Stanley Moskowitz, one of the 
founders invited me to participate in a group show. I showed a series of 
collages made from rags that had been soaked in acrylic medium with  
oil paint applied on top. They were very earthy with siennas, raw umber, 
burnt umber and blacks. 

The Black painters that I associated with were Joe Overstreet, 
William White, Bob Thompson, Emilio Cruz, Lawrence Compton and 
Haywood Bill Rivers. The good thing about the Lower East Side even with 
all the political rhetoric of race is that young artists, both Black and White, 
used the local bars such as Stanley’s to interact. This was important 
because the uptown gallery scene and the 10th Street co- op galleries 
were mostly White. 
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Cooper Union offered another totally different set of experiences;  
this was the first time that I was in class with White students and a White 
professor. My education at Cooper consisted of Bauhaus aesthetics  
(I studied two- dimensional design with Hans Beckmann of the German 
Bauhaus), Ben Cunningham who was highly influenced by color theory, 
three- dimensional design with Professor Anthony Candido, sculpture with 
Leo Amino, calligraphy with the American Master Paul Standard, Bob 
Blackburn the Master Print Maker, Charles Cajori, a structural expressionist 
painter well versed in cubism, David Lund, painter, Leo Manso, painter, 
Jack Stewart, painter who taught me a lot about process. I also must 
mention Robert Gwathmey, the Southerner from Virginia who went out of 
his way to make me feel at home. Morris Kantor’s critiques were helpful 
even though I was not a member of his class. 

If Cooper Union offered me the Bauhaus, the Cedar Bar offered  
me Abstract Expressionism. Balance is an important word in my 
vocabulary. I have a spirit that allows me to devour everything that crosses 
my path. Having a high metabolic rate, I can digest everything! Meeting 
Bill de Kooning, Franz Kline, Philip Guston, Mark Rothko, Barnett 
Newman, Norman Lewis, Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, and all of  
my professors at Cooper Union, convinced me that I had made the right 
decision to leave Tuskegee: New York was my home.

The tenor saxophone was my instrument of choice. I played in the 
Dunbar High School Marching Band in my hometown of Bessemer, 
Alabama. My high school band instructor, Lionel Garnier played all the 
classical Jazz masters for us: Miles Davis, Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, 
Sonny Rollins, John Coltrane, Thelonious Monk, Paul Chambers. Me and 
my band buddies who were interested in Jazz formed the Dunbar Jazzettes, 
which was a dance band. We made small change doing dances and even 
did local radio commercials for a used car salesman! It was a lot of fun 
and I sincerely thought there was a possibility of my being professional, 
but all of that changed when I came to New York. 

Birdland, Five Spot, Minton’s, Village Vanguard, Village Gate, Half 
Note, Jazz Gallery, and Slugg’s Saloon destroyed any notion of my being 
a Jazz musician! What I heard in 1960 at Birdland on Monday nights 
changed me forever: Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers with a young 
Wayne Shorter, Art Farmer, Lou Donaldson, Horace Silver . . . . and others. 
Art Blakey, whom I considered to be a witch doctor on drums, forced me 
to reconsider any interest in becoming a Jazz professional. 

My first music teacher at Carver Junior High School, Mrs. Willie B. 
Jones, said that music was ‘pleasing sound.’ With this definition in mind, 
what was I to do with Pharaoh Sanders, Archie Shepp, Cecil Taylor, 
Albert Ayler, Sun Ra, Ornette Coleman, and a host of others who were 
changing the course of Jazz? I was at the Jazz Gallery on St. Marks place 
when Sonny Rollins did his first return gig from the woodshed. I saw  
Cecil Taylor attack the strings of the piano keyboard at the Five Spot;  
I witnessed Sonny Stitt and Gene Ammons in a fierce duel at McKee’s 
Lounge in Chicago during the summer of 1961. I sat at the feet of 
Thelonious Monk at the Five Spot, and remember Kenny Durham scolding 
Ornette Coleman to get off the stand, “The nigger can’t play!” No one 
could harness the forces of chaos more than Archie Shepp and make it 
into music! Most of all: John Coltrane and Eric Dolphy at the Blue 
Coronet in Brooklyn. The first time I had the opportunity to speak with 
Coltrane, “It’s like a wave” he said to me. More than once I’ve experienced 
an epiphany that changed my life. Wave, and what others had said about 
Coltrane’s music “sheets of sound” were my inspiration for my concept of 
planar light, i.e., light operating as a plane, came directly from Coltrane. 

After a devastating critique from one of my painting professors at 
Cooper Union who claimed that I spent too much time on “accidents,”  
I ran into Bill de Kooning on University Place on my way to the Cedar to 
chill out, and as usual his “Hi kid, how are you doing?” I told him what had 
happened. Bill said, “You tell that motherfucker that there is no such thing 
as accidents in painting!” With that said, and a couple of beers at the 
Cedar Bar, I felt as if I could whip the world!
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March 24, 1962

Notes ’62   in Studio

Objects do not exist without the presence of space as space is not 
present noticeable without objects. In some way space may be 
interchangeable with matter as energy + matter is interchangeable. 
Therefore everything not only belongs but also is involved with the 
physical + emotional construction of its sister objects e.g. no figure 
exist without the space that she exists in this space is as much apart 
of her makeup as her own physical and biological constitution. 
Whether the figure is in motion or at rest, this involvement is present 
whether in accelerated or decelerated circumstances.  

To even project this idea of objects involved with sister objects 
and in return involved in the space that surrounds them further—it 
is important to note that when objects exist in what may be known  
as co- existential space at any point of this co- existantence one may 
dominatt the other with an abrupt change of direction and physical 
makeup e.g. inorganic form to organic form with violent dergree  
of direction in form.—point to plane + vice versa diffusion of 
elements—destruction of picture plane—optical illusion of color etc. 
But it is also important to note that the dominance which one form 
achieves is being simultaneously destroyed by its sister form and in 
turn destroyed by its existence in space i.e., if dominance is achieved 
by one form a chain reaction occurs between its sister forms and 
simultaneously by the space!

Forms may be related by color only. Because one circle is 
painted yellow and another circle of the same dimension is red does 
not state the fact that the two circles, or of the same form. Definite 
forms exist only in the same family of color. Each color family 
behaves to its own family

Space is as much apart of the object as the object is apart of 
space. By using this spatial concept there is not real dominance  
of any one form by its spatial location but only by its mass and color 

family is related to its sister forms. You see, spatial location could be 
a determining factor in the dominance of a form e.g. when playing to 
squares of the dimension on a white surface (one of blue and one of 
red) with the red square to the lower left of the picture plane + the 
blue square to the upper right the red square will appear to be 
dominant. Why?

no. 1 because of its spatial location + no. 2 because of its color 
family namely red.




