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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on January 23, 2012.

Joan Fimbel DiGiovanni describes herself as a devoted
follower of Post-Impressionist artist Vincent van Gogh. At
one point, in fact, fellow students in her painting classes called
her “Joan van Gogh.” Art, psychology, cultural experience,
and creativity intersect in this psychologist’s practice, teach-
ing, and research. Her exposure to art started early when, at
the age of seven, DiGiovanni was injured in an automobile
accident. Because she was unable to participate in physical
education classes, her mother enrolled her in art classes. She
was immensely grateful to her mother for this early opportu-
nity to view the world in a different way. On graduating from
high school, although it was her fervid wish to attend art
school, she found she “didn’t have the courage.”

Given the tenor of the times (1950s) and her father’s
assumption that a high school diploma sufficed for girls,
DiGiovanni’s initial degree was in education. A master’s
degree in psychology (Columbia University) was followed by
a PhD in social psychology from Baylor University. During
those years, her interest in fine arts was assuaged by visiting
museums wherever she went and by taking art history classes,
initially at the University of Illinois and later at the University
of Hartford and New York University.

Over the years, DiGiovanni has been a professor,
department chair, and visiting professor throughout the
United States. She has maintained licensure to practice in
Massachusetts and in Arizona, where she now resides. She
has been a visiting scholar and lecturer across the United
States and abroad, focusing in particular on women’s stud-
ies, art, and women artists. She has studied both well-
known and lesser-known women artists. How many of us,
for example, have heard of artist Henriette Wyeth, daughter
of N. C. Wyeth and sister to Andrew?

In her research on women artists, DiGiovanni has
explored issues of self, self-worth, role conflict, and rec-
ognition, often adopting a psychoanalytic and psychobio-
graphical perspective. Among the better-known women
artists about whom she has written are Artemesia Gentile-
schi, Tina Modotti, Dorothea Lange, Georgia O’Keeffe,
Käthe Kollwitz, Elaine deKooning, Grandma Moses, Frida
Kahlo, Louise Nevelson, and Alice Neel.

Currently, DiGiovanni is especially engaged in studying
women artists over the age of 50. She has applied Margaret
Mead’s concept of “postmenopausal zest” with regard to these
artists. In a symposium on Women, Power, and Aging, for
example, she focused on Georgia O’Keeffe’s “winter years,”
speaking of “the phoenix effect” that “results in the artist
rising from the ‘ashes of despair’ with a consequent transfor-
mation of their art and life” (DiGiovanni, 2010). In a passage

that seemed to resonate with DiGiovanni’s own experience,
she quoted O’Keeffe: “Painting is like a thread that runs
through all the reasons for all the other things that make one’s
life” (DiGiovanni, 2010).

After 33 years teaching at Western New England
University, DiGiovanni took early retirement 11 years ago
and moved to Tucson. She has taken art classes at the
University of Arizona, the Scottsdale Artists School, and
the Drawing Studio Tucson while continuing to teach and
offer psychotherapy. Many of her clients are themselves
artists. As with her research on well-known artists, she
notes the importance to her clients of finding “something
that gives them satisfaction and fulfillment—an autotelic
experience. Cultural validation [e.g., through getting an art
exhibit or sale, or a book accepted for publication] . . .
brings the internal and outside world together. It offers
external recognition that you are seen.”

Recently, DiGiovanni observed that when she tries to
be both psychologist and artist, she tends to shortchange
her time in the studio. She is taking this semester off so that
she can focus on her art. The vibrant art of the early
20th-century French Fauves (meaning “wild beasts”—so
named because of their extensive use of bold, contrasting,
often non-naturalistic colors) has been inspirational for her.
“I love bright colors,” she says, “especially the play of deep
purples against cadmium oranges, reds, and yellows.”

DiGiovanni’s family has been involved in sailing for
many years, and DiGiovanni herself keeps an eye out for
boats. It is not surprising, then, that while taking a painting
workshop on Balboa Island, California, she was drawn to
some colorful dinghies she saw in a boatyard, stacked upright
on their sterns. The painting on this month’s cover, Dinghies
Awaiting, emerged out of this observation. Like the gull
pecking at the rope, the echoing swatches of color and the tilt
of the prows toward the water signal the sense of imminent
movement. The energy of animate and inanimate—gull,
boats, waves—speaks to the energy of this 76-year-old world-
traveled psychologist-artist. As artist Bailey Doogan—DiGio-
vanni’s art teacher in Arizona—has commented, “Art is a life
lived, it’s a process” (Regan, 2005).
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