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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on April 7, 2011.

For Samantha (“Sam”) van Wollen, communication is
essential to the process of painting. “I see painting as a
two-way street. I paint with an eye toward the viewer’s
experience. Some artists paint for other artists; I want to
paint for everyone,” comments the artist whose painting
Hope is this month’s cover art.

The third of four children born to parents who emi-
grated from Poland, van Wollen grew up in Vancouver,
British Columbia. She describes her upbringing as “awe-
some.” Her mother, an artist and designer, was her role
model. Her father, an entrepreneur and businessman, she
describes as a “real intellect.” With their European sensi-
bility, the family members all understood and appreciated
art. Van Wollen recalls that she always relished the use of
color, even down to the way that she dressed as a child. She
took art classes throughout school, typically won the art
awards, and found it natural, then, to obtain a bachelor
of fine arts from the University of Victoria in British
Columbia.

Following graduation, van Wollen wanted to “live the
bright lights” and moved to the U.S. East Coast, directing
a summer camp in western Massachusetts and then living
in New York City for a while. Encouraged by her father to
study further, van Wollen moved to London in 2004 and
earned a Master in Design Studies degree from Central St.
Martins College of Art and Design. She chose the small,
highly competitive program deliberately, wanting to learn
about the business side of art. She was intrigued by the
international student body and the variety of professional
backgrounds from which her classmates came, such as
architecture and graphic design. “I had always been around
artists. I didn’t want to take yet more classes in learning
how to paint.”

During the following two years, van Wollen was able
to travel in Europe and Australia through her work with a
Christian charity, Alpha International. She met her British
husband while in London. They recently moved to Toronto
with their two-year-old son. Van Wollen balances parent-
ing and scheduled opportunities to paint without interrup-
tion. Having been engaged as a fine artist over the past 10
years, van Wollen feels that her painting is increasingly
becoming “not just a pretty picture. The paintings are
stronger, and I feel like I’m getting my message across.”

Her travel and her varied connections with people
worldwide have had a profound impact on her painting, van
Wollen says. Through her painting, she aspires to share her
optimism and sense of possibility, so that people will “look

at my paintings, be relieved of stress, and find sustenance
for whatever journey they are on.”

Technically, van Wollen likes to incorporate light into
her painting through color and composition. All of her
paintings include a defined horizon line. She anticipates
that the horizon will be experienced by the observer as
“relaxing, calming, and de-stressing. It allows the eye to be
drawn in, so that people can ponder and interpret in their
own way.”

In her painting Hope, van Wollen tried “to give a
sense of ease, happiness, love.” On the subject matter of
this special issue of the American Psychologist, she notes,
“People can think of climate change as negative. They
might see this painting as one tree standing alone, the last
tree. They might be reminded of deforestation. I look at it
as the beginning of new life, the first tree in the forest,
nature coming up from the ground.”

It is possible to “read” this painting as a flat surface of
mottled blues and reds, with an off-center tree. Alterna-
tively, one can experience the horizontal lines as providing
perspective. Does the lower section represent water, re-
flecting both tree and sky? Or is the lower section earth?
For that matter, is the upper section sky, with alternating
blue depths and storm clouds? Has the storm happened? Is
the sun now spotlighting the tree?

Van Wollen leaves these questions for the observer to
answer. Describing her art as abstract with a twist of
realism, she notes that she gets a lot of inspiration from
nature: “I love the beauty of the outdoors and the effect it
has on my life. It’s not just the reflective beauty, but also
the physical enjoyment you can get from it. I am an avid
skier and hiker. It makes sense for me to combine my
passions for art and outdoor activities.”

Deciding on the name for her paintings after they are
completed, she says, “enables me to be creative throughout
the process, as opposed to rigidly trying to adhere to a
preconceived idea. I do, however, try to commit uplifting
connotations into my work from start to finish. In this
painting, the end result spoke to me about hope—a solitary
tree surviving in an otherwise uninhabitable environment,
rich skies bringing life into what used to be a desolate
habitat. The mystery and ambiguity allow the viewer to
become involved in my work.

“The role of the name of the painting is to nudge the
viewer towards a feeling or a thought, and in this case it
is hope. What that means though, will be different for
everyone.”

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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