On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on interviews with the
artist on October 5, 2009, and September 4, 2011.

The remarkable achievements of the 2011 APA award
winners, celebrated in this Awards Issue of the American
Psychologist, are represented symbolically on the cover by a
photograph of an extraordinary and exceptional natural won-
der: the Painted Hills of Mitchell, Oregon. Michel Hersen, the
photographer of Painted Hills at Sunset, describes this venue
as “a relatively little known national treasure that provides
breathtaking views of striated geological formations.”

The Painted Hills comprise 3,132 acres, part of the John
Day Fossil Beds National Monument in east-central Oregon.
Some of the extraordinary color of the Painted Hills, which
were formed by tectonic shifts and volcanic eruptions millions
of years ago, comes from varied climatic conditions and rapid
deposits of ash and dust during volcanic episodes. As the
name of the national monument implies, a wide variety of
plant and mammalian fossils have been found in this area.
Hersen notes that the Painted Hills currently “are literally
crumbling and thus off limits to human travel. However, when
one looks closely, there are tracks of deer, coyotes, mountain
lions, and pronghorns in those fragile hills.”

A scholar, clinician, editor, and academic, Hersen has
recently retired as professor and dean of Pacific University’s
School of Professional Psychology. (The interested reader can
see another example of his photography as well as some
biographical information in the February—March 2010 issue of
the American Psychologist.) For Hersen, there is a complete
separation between psychology and photography. He relishes
landscape photography, deliberately attending to the natural
environment rather than the people who might inhabit it. He
comments, “T have dealt with people all day. When I am in the
natural environment, it becomes totally consuming and every-
thing else recedes, becoming ‘ground’ to this ‘“figure.””

This interest in the land and landscape is very much
reflected in two central aspects of Hersen’s life: location and
fine art. “We chose to move to the West Coast for professional
reasons, but we were mindful of the scenic wonders of the
West and Southwest. We’ve taken full advantage of living in
close proximity to such wonderful landscapes.”

For the past three decades, Hersen and his wife Vicki
have collected paintings by 19th-century artists of the Hudson
River School. Strongly attached to the art and artists, Hersen
describes himself as “steeped in the Hudson River School
tradition.” Likewise, in his photography, Hersen focuses on
the environment much as a Hudson River School artist might
have, paying particular attention to the grandeur of nature, the
compositional framework, and reflected light. “My quest to
present reflected light necessitates photographing during a
narrow time frame: the hour after sunrise or the hour before
sunset. Photographers refer to this as the ‘golden hour.””

Hudson River School artists, like their contemporaries
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, were tran-
scendentalists, in many ways the progenitors of environmen-
talism. “Virtually all members of the Hudson River School
understood the sublime as a manifestation of the power of
God . . . Nature, it is fair to say, was at least a manifestation of
God’s existential presence (panentheism), if not God (panthe-
ism)” (Oelschlaeger, n.d.). Light was valued both as a repre-
sentation of the divine and as an intentional interpretive
method. This characteristic “luminism” included horizontal
planes, a tight technical focus on the atmosphere, and an
awareness of the effects of direct and reflected light.

Of the process of photographing the Painted Hills,
Hersen commented, “It is a magnificent place that provides
spiritual renewal, particularly when the light is right. As with
most natural wonders, from visit to visit there is no exact
duplication of how the light will illuminate this landscape.”
This particular image, Painted Hills at Sunset, offers luminos-
ity and contrast, the undulating hill surfaces flowing into each
other yet each distinct in its own right. The photograph was
taken with Hersen’s earlier camera: a Nikon D200 (100 ISO,
F/16, 1/8th second) with a Hoya circular polarizing filter and
a Gitzo tripod and head.

Hersen is one of the field contributors to Nature Pho-
tographer and is a frequent contributor to Amateur Photog-
rapher, the world’s oldest photography magazine, published
in England. He has also contributed photographs to Camping
Life, The Oregonian, Oregon Home, Oregon Lakes & Rivers
Magazine, and a number of astronomy-related magazines.
Many of his photographs have appeared in calendars over the
years. He has won numerous competitions and been a finalist
in the annual photography contest sponsored by Photogra-
pher’s Forum. The photograph on this month’s American
Psychologist cover won first prize in the Wildlands Division
of the 2008 Oregon Wild Outdoor Photo Contest.

Pursuing landscape photography has, Hersen feels, made
him more in tune with the environment. Acting on his beliefs,
he is an engaged board member of the Friends of Ridgefield
National Wildlife Refuge in Ridgefield, Washington. He has
also been giving workshops on nature photography. With
several trips already planned for the next two years, ranging
from Arizona to Alaska to Maine, Hersen will continue his
photographic explorations of the beauty of nature.
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