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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on October 1, 2012.

Twelve years ago Stan Lipsitz could see retirement in
the distance. Wondering what he would do other than his
work as a clinic director and psychotherapist (which he
found very satisfying), he took a course in photography at
City College of San Francisco. His first course was fol-
lowed by many more, and he began to feel indebted to the
professors there, who taught him how to “see.”

Lipsitz realized that many people go through life
noticing but not really seeing. He learned to concentrate on
his environment, asking himself “Would that be a good
picture?” even when he had no camera in hand. He has
always been an observer. He recalls childhood car trips to
visit family throughout southeast Pennsylvania when he
was expected to sit still and be quiet in the backseat. He
would look out the window at the passing rural scenes—no
signs, no ads in those days, just countryside.

His photography is informed by his career as a psy-
chologist. He started doing documentary photography in
one of his first courses at City College and has continued it
ever since. What he first chose to document were the hard
lives of homeless people. His initial subject was a woman
who sat by an ATM near his office. She managed to get by
since she was well liked by neighbors, who donated food
and money. Lipsitz was pleased when she agreed to let him
document her life. He has pictures of her with her pet rabbit
on a leash and people stopping to pet it. She slept in the
doorway of a toy store under an agreement with the man-
agement that she was to be gone by the time the store
opened. One night he stopped by to photograph her and
found her in her sleeping bag with her hoody pulled up,
reading a James Patterson book.

He continued to document other homeless people us-
ing whatever new technique he was learning in his photog-
raphy courses. He was touched by these people with few
possessions who welcomed his attention to the details of
their lives—living in Golden Gate Park, walking the beach,
sitting in a wheelchair with swollen hands. His collection
Faces of the Homeless was exhibited at San Francisco’s
Gallery 1055, where viewers were moved by the images
and the humanizing stories he wrote about his subjects.

The four images of the tree on the cover of this
month’s American Psychologist are also part of a docu-
mentary series. Lipsitz visited a small nature preserve he
had read about where the locals alerted him to a special
tree. He decided they must love this tree by the way they
talked about it. He took hundreds of photos and began

looking for deeper meaning beyond the aesthetic qualities
of the images. The artist wrote, “What I was trying to
capture in this project is how a tree changes with the
seasons, which, of course, can be a symbol or representa-
tion of our own lives. We all change over time, both
physically and psychologically. In our youth-oriented cul-
ture, there is a strong urge to deny this obvious truth, and
in fact, many of us (including myself) do a pretty good job
of this. But we also know, somewhere deep within our-
selves, that we are denying an obvious truth. So the tree is
a reminder that we all age, that we all pass through, if we’re
lucky, the stages of life. That’s how it is and we actually
should be grateful for nature’s reminder.”

The tree in winter, without its leaves, has lost the
embellishments of youth. It stands like a hefty skeleton, at
the end of its seasonal life cycle, entrenched in the earth,
reaching to the skies, reflecting the dignity and loneliness
of old age. The spring tree stands in a lush green field with
purple flowers, sparkling in the beauty of its youthfulness,
with promises of so much to come. The summer tree shows
the last blossoms of adolescence and the full, thick foliage
of maturity. The autumn tree manifests the beginnings of
decline but perhaps with more wisdom. The tree is losing
its leaves as the summer colors fade. Youth is now a
bittersweet memory; old age can be seen ahead.

Lipsitz has thought a lot about the seasons of his life.
After earning his PhD at the University of Nebraska–
Lincoln, he worked 34 years for Behavioral Health Ser-
vices in San Francisco as a staff psychologist and later as
clinic director. When the job opened in San Francisco, he
and his eight months’ pregnant wife Nancy drove across
the country with their English sheepdog panting in the
backseat. They have been married for 45 years and have
two daughters, Rebecca, who is a science policy analyst for
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, and
Rachel, who is a web designer in London. Rachel was born
just 19 days after the young couple arrived on the West
Coast. The doctor had miscalculated, so they were not
prepared for a baby so soon—no diapers, no crib, noth-
ing—and at one week they took her shopping for the
necessities. The seasons of our lives can bring such sur-
prises—like a baby arriving before she is expected or
finding out you have a real talent for using a camera to
document the world around you. (See more photos at
www.stanlipsitz.com.)
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