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ON THE COVER

Sunset 38 by Jorge Luis Bernal

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on December 27, 2017.

Can a landscape—or for that matter, just colors and a few
lines on a page—invite you to think of life and death? In the
deepest sense, that is the task that architect-turned-artist Jorge
Luis Bernal wishes to accomplish. In his art, he asks the big
questions: “Where are we in life? Where are we going? What
do we want to accomplish? What is important to us?” (see
https://vimeo.com/121815356). Elaborating further, he com-
ments that “we all encounter problems in our journey through
life; we all have problems that we need to weather. There are
mountains, bridges, and fences that we need to hurdle.” In his
vertically organized paintings, it is the horizontals—how we
encounter those problems or overcome them—that describe
the ways in which we walk through life toward our own
horizons. He sees these paintings as narratives. “It never ends,”
he says. “There’s always something to go to.” Bernal’s reflec-
tions seem particularly fitting for this special issue of American
Psychologist, with its focus on youth development and the
barriers and accomplishments of youth experiencing margin-
alization in particular.

Born in Havana, Cuba, Bernal first came to the United States
in 1958 to learn English at the Tabor Academy summer camp
in Marion, Massachusetts. By the next year, Fidel Castro had
come to power, and after the summer of 1960, Bernal did not
return to Cuba. His entire family emigrated that autumn, set-
tling in Jersey City, New Jersey (his brother, Guillermo, is
currently vice president of Albizu University, with campuses
in San Juan and Miami, as well as an active participant in
governance at the American Psychological Association). Ber-
nal has never returned to Cuba, instead retaining only memo-
ries of the beauty of his birth island.

Fine art had been and continued to be a central aspect of
Bernal’s life, from a grandmother who was a “fabulous”
painter, to routinely going to museums, to painting throughout
high school. Although he wanted to go to college to paint, his
family had other ambitions for him: He should become a
doctor or a lawyer. His compromise: studying architecture
(although he snuck an art history degree in there as well). As
an architect, he could sketch buildings, draw, and design. His
professional life, first in Miami and then at the National Cancer
Institute in Washington, D.C., included working on residential
projects, becoming a facilities manager—administrator, and
teaching at both high school and college levels.

Bernal and his wife started going to Santa Fe, New Mexico,
about 12 years ago, initially on vacation, then purchasing a
second home. Four years ago, he retired and moved to Santa
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Fe, where he has been able to embrace the artist he had longed
to be. He works in clay and paints with an encaustic medium
(a hot wax and damar resin) but mostly makes encaustic
monotypes.

As a technique, encaustic has a long history. In the 5th
century B.C., Greek shipbuilders used pigmented wax to
weatherproof (and begin decorating) ships. Egyptian Fayum
mummy portraits were completed in encaustic. American
pop artist Jasper Johns is one of the better known modern
artists to use this process.

Bernal begins his monotypes by heating encaustic color
sticks (crayons) on a heated aluminum palette. He transfers the
melted encaustic to paper, using hand pressure. Gluing the
paper—painting to a wood panel, he applies several further
layers of encaustic medium. Bernal now teaches workshops at
the Encaustic Art Institute in Santa Fe and volunteers one day
a week at its affiliated Museum of Encaustic Art.

With his background as an architect, Bernal feels increas-
ingly drawn toward a minimalist approach to his painting.
He wishes to simplify, to explore the essence or suggestion
of an object or vista—he compares this to a caricature—
through line or color.

He has enjoyed living in the Southwest, experiencing
differences from living on the East Coast in both lifestyle
and vista. He is enthralled with the foothills, mountains, and
cerulean sky; the horizons; the landscapes; and the high, dry
climate that is 7,500 feet above sea level. He relishes the
sense of peace and quiet he experiences (“every day is
Saturday”) in contrast to the fast-paced, ambitious high
achievers who inhabit the urban landscape.

The magnificent colors of sunset that occur in the American
Southwest are particularly engaging for Bernal. He describes a
series of sunset paintings as forming their own narrative. The
colors depicted on the cover of this issue of American Psy-
chologist, in Sunset 38, were inspired by a sunset that he saw
and photographed while driving to Taos, New Mexico. Bernal
was particularly captivated by the gold and silver tones, as well
as the wine (rather than purple) colors that he noticed. The
painting evokes the arid dryness of the land and the emptiness
of the sky. The horizontal lines at the base of the painting
anchor a sense of three dimensionality, such that the viewer’s
eye—or an actual person— can walk back toward the horizon.
For Bernal, sunset recognizes the human reality that everything
has a beginning and an end—the importance of accepting the
full measure of our lives.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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