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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on October 5, 2009.

“Doing astrophotography in Portland, Oregon is a sign
of optimism,” says Michel Hersen, dean of Pacific Univer-
sity’s School of Professional Psychology. Only one third of
the nights in a given year there are clear. Besides, the
viewing area in Hersen’s back yard has been obscured by
trees that he and his wife planted. Nonetheless, memories
of a childhood interest in astronomy led him, in 2003, to
purchase telescopes and begin photographing the night sky.
After exhausting the limited possibilities for such work
from his back yard, Hersen “landed back on earth” and
refocused his lens to nature photography. His photographs,
published in a number of photography magazines and cal-
endars, have won contests and appeared in gallery exhibi-
tions. In late spring of 2010, Hersen will have a one-person
exhibition at the Hallie Ford Museum in Salem, Oregon.

Born in Belgium, Hersen moved to New York City
with his family when he was young. His father was an
amateur photographer who encouraged his son’s assistance
in the darkroom as a child. Hersen became a serious student
of the violin, attending the selective High School of Per-
forming Arts while concurrently studying at the Juilliard
School of Music. Although he did not receive formal
training in the visual arts, his family had a strong interest in
art and regularly took him to art museums. Hersen has
carried that interest forward, as he and his wife have, over
the past 30 years, amassed a large collection of paintings by
artists of the 19th-century Hudson River School. He con-
siders these artists to be his “photographic teachers.” From
them he learned not only subject matter (the grand land-
scape) but also composition, color, and the play of light on
the environment.

“With most of the pictures I do, I don’t have to explain
what it is. This one [“Toutle River From Mount St. Helens
Wilderness,” this month’s cover art] is among the most
abstract and modernist. It is more like paintings of the early
1900s by tonalist painters who used a limited palette to
make a particular statement.” The subdued coloration (ex-
cept for the striking red of the river) is reminiscent, to
Hersen, of the work of artists such as James McNeill
Whistler (whose Whistler’s Mother, as it is popularly
known, was actually titled Arrangement in Gray and
Black: Portrait of the Artist’s Mother).

The 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens, in southwest-
ern Washington state, left a vast residue of ash and volcanic
mudflows, known as lahars. The formerly navigable river

became sedimentary, acquiring a reddish hue from the large
iron deposits in the land. Hersen’s photograph, taken in May
2008, shows a combination of snow and volcanic ash, the red
flow of the river, and aspen trees just starting to bud. Hersen
used a Nikon D200 with a Nikkor 18-200 mm zoom lens, a
Quantaray circular polarizing filter, and a Manfrotto tripod
and head (ISO � 100, F/27, 1/5th second).

As a licensed psychologist, professor, and scholar,
Hersen has published 147 books and is editor of seven
journals in the areas of assessment and treatment across the
life span. Although he sees little connection between his
academic self and his artistic self, he offers thoughtful
advice with regard to photography.

In contrast to a painter, who can add or remove
objects, Hersen points out that a realist photographer has
somewhat limited artistic license. The photographer “has
control over when to take the picture and how to compose
it. Often, it is useful to reconnoiter a specific area, taking
preliminary shots for composition but then returning when
the elements—especially the time of day, light, and weath-
er—are just right. You have to know the specific direction
of the sun and whether a photo will be back lit or front lit.
You have to understand the physics of light and direction.

“You may need physical agility to get into precarious
places. Photography involves a lot of patience, as well. A
car may be going down a road. You may need to tilt the
tripod to a different angle to maximize the composition.
The white balance varies, depending on whether it is a
sunny or cloudy day. These days, with digital photography,
there are a lot of buttons to push and you need to know
where everything is. And then, you may need to work very
quickly, within an allotted time frame, given the vicissi-
tudes of light. Typically, I will take a whole series of shots,
later deciding which ones I like compositionally.”

This photograph, as Hersen remarks, has an abstract
quality, yet once one understands what the image depicts,
its contents interact with and play off one another: The
undulating, meandering river is juxtaposed against the
strong vertical of the thin trees, some just beginning to
show signs of new life while others have not survived the
winter. The impermanence of the ash and snow contrasts
with the endless endurance of the river. The photo is both
delicately decorative and ominously desolate.
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