On the Cover

The following essay is based on an interview with the artist
on January 15, 2011.

Attendees at the 119th APA convention in August
2011 will be able to see the iconic buildings represented on
the cover of this issue of the American Psychologist. Upon
moving to Washington, DC, Jean-Louis Monfraix began
taking pictures of monuments, memorials, and memorable
scenes in his new hometown. Since photos of nature, rather
than architecture, are his passion, he enjoys finding differ-
ent ways to include at least a bit of nature, no matter the
ostensible subject.

Monfraix planned his photo shoot of the monuments
lined up on the Capitol Mall for a night with a full moon,
but when he set up his equipment that October evening in
2001, he did not know that the moon would be red. Any
moon can be red, depending on atmospheric conditions; red
moons seem to be associated with the Harvest Moon in
many people’s minds. Each full moon of the year has its
own name: In July, the full moon is often called the
Thunder Moon; in August, it is the Corn Moon. The
Harvest Moon is the moon closest to the fall equinox,
whether or not it is red.

Monfraix was born in France and moved with his
parents to the United States in 1959 when he was four years
old. Friends had invited his parents to check out opportu-
nities in the United States. As they were inventive self-
starters who liked to explore different options, they decided
to move. After a few years at a public school in the Bronx,
Monfraix and his sister were enrolled by their mother in a
French school where she worked and knew that the curric-
ulum was very good. She nourished his artistic talents and
creativity; he still remembers clearly how she encouraged
his efforts with modeling clay. With the clay, he created a
diorama of the Cretaceous period filled with dinosaurs for
a school competition, winning second prize among the
whole school. The diorama captured his artistic leanings as
well as an interest in prehistory, biology, and nature that
has lasted throughout his life. He likes to think of it as a
“passion for natural history arranged in an artistic way.”

Monfraix has had three careers. A product of his times
(a teen in the 1960s), he took up the guitar and began his
first career. He studied his instrument, graduating from
Berklee College of Music in Boston, where the main focus
was on jazz and popular music, and then spent 15 years as
a professional musician. His home base was Los Angeles,
but he toured throughout the world as a lead guitarist with
various artists. Becoming a bit disillusioned with the music
business, he started taking classes to obtain additional
academic credentials. Rather suddenly, he and his wife,
Cynthia Belar, decided to move to Florida, where she had

accepted a position directing the psychology doctoral pro-
gram at the University of Florida in Gainesville. He bene-
fited from his parents’ example of “going with the flow”
and being flexible so he could enjoy each new stage in his
life. While in Gainesville, Monfraix began a second career,
teaching biology in a community college. When he and
Belar moved to Washington, DC, he became an adjunct
professor at American University.

During Monfraix’s musical career, he found he en-
joyed taking pictures of the places where the band played.
It was an additional outlet for his creativity; he shot pic-
tures of everything, particularly nature, landscapes, and
wildlife. He had never had a camera as a child, but he
studied his new instrument with the same passion that he
had brought to the guitar. He described himself as an “avid
amateur—more avid than most.”

Monfraix’s career as a professional photographer be-
gan when his wife introduced him to the Eastern Market on
Capitol Hill. He liked looking at the photographers’ work
for sale there and began to think, “I could do that.” He
contacted the market manager and within a week had a
space and a tent and had sold his first pictures. He con-
cluded that music, teaching, and selling photographs are all
performing arts. He also realized that he liked the “ap-
plause” of those buyers who appreciated his work much
more than the critiques of his students, some of whom he
had to give bad grades. And so he turned full time to his art.

The image on the cover was serendipitous; when
Monfraix went out that night, he already knew his perspec-
tive would be a good one, but he could not predict the cloud
cover, atmospheric conditions, the location of the moon—
nor its red color. The fact that this image was among those
that subsequently sold well helped give him the confidence
to shift to his new career. His photography has since won
awards, and one of his images has been displayed at the
Smithsonian Museum of Natural History.

Monfraix has never thought of himself as an artist. He
considers himself more of a craftsman learning to express
himself with his instrument. His scientific bent makes him
interested in mastering the technical aspects of his craft.
Although he is confident in his creativity, he has decided to
let others decide whether he is an artist. He feels that
people contribute to the world in many ways and have
creative solutions to all kinds of problems. Readers of the
American Psychologist can be thankful for Monfraix’s
contribution of the lovely image on the cover.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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