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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist in May 2012.

Inspired by a story of a woman mourning the death of
her three-year-old son in war-torn Somalia, Mogadishu, the
painting on the cover of this month’s American Psychologist,
portrays deeply human emotions in the face of an acutely
inhuman event. In this tenderly somber painting, artist David
C. Fisher has captured a singular image with an emotional
reach that encompasses the profound pathos of loss of the
beloved.

With muted coloration and deft use of chiaroscuro,
Fisher has wrought shadows of sculptural depth within the
folds of the woman’s garment, viscerally drawing the viewer
into an intimate space of hushed dimness. The bereaved
young mother is plaintively drawn into herself, enveloped in
darkness yet illuminated within a small sphere of ethereal
light. Here, the viewer might hold a bereaved mother’s sor-
row, sense the stillness of an absent child, implore an under-
standing of the unexplainable.

A search for meaning drives Fisher’s artistic work. The
artist wryly admits that the prospect of painting posed figures
lined up on the family couch holds little interest for him.
Rather, he is inspired by people as they are engaged in real-life
struggles such as homelessness, poverty, and loss. He believes
that “painting is a visual way of expressing a feeling,” and he
will often carry an incipient idea in mind for weeks before
translating an emotional experience into an image. Finding
color to be somewhat superfluous in his figurative painting
style, Fisher notes that his visual expressions emerge predom-
inantly out of light and shadow, shape and form.

A forensic psychologist by day, Fisher describes his
artistic pursuits as an evolving passion over the past decade,
sparked by the gift of a paint set from his wife. Yet he traces
his creative roots to childhood. As he observed his father’s
handicraft in furniture building and pottery making, he wit-
nessed the creation of beautiful objects from simple raw
materials. Growing up in Minnesota, Fisher attended the Uni-
versity of Minnesota–Twin Cities, where an interest in psy-
chology crystallized and led to a bachelor’s degree in exper-
imental psychology. Inexorably drawn to work with people,
Fisher’s path turned westward as he shifted from monitoring
Skinner boxes to studying clinical psychology at the Univer-
sity of Montana. With a PhD in clinical psychology, Fisher
returned to his home state of Minnesota to practice behavioral
medicine at Abbott Northwestern Hospital. His creative, en-
trepreneurial spirit subsequently compelled him to cofound a
forensic assessment company, PsyBar, a thriving organization
that he currently leads as chairman of the board.

Bringing a psychologist’s eye to the people and cultural
objects that most often are the focus of his paintings, Fisher

carefully researches and thoughtfully contextualizes his sub-
jects, resulting in renderings that frequently have a narrative
quality. He paints modern themes that are modeled after the
Baroque and realist painters of the 17th and 18th centuries.
Over the past several years, Fisher has studied with figurative
painter Luke Hillestad. He has also recently explored kitsch
painting, integrating emotional imagery with Old Masters’
techniques.

Fisher’s artistic hero is Rembrandt van Rijn, whose most
dramatically expressive works garner his particular admira-
tion. Rembrandt was a master of chiaroscuro, using bold
contrasts of light and dark to imbue his subjects with depth
and expression. Fisher compared Rembrandt’s skillfully exe-
cuted but relatively uninspired commissioned portraits with
his paintings of freely chosen subjects that clearly held greater
meaning for the 17th-century artist. Among such masterful
works, Fisher highlighted Rembrandt’s riveting depiction of
the denouement of the Roman maiden Lucretia, her emotions
of betrayal, shame, and honor poignantly captured as she
clutches a dagger, poised to take her own life.

With Mogadishu, Fisher was similarly moved by a story
of a young woman who had encountered a dark fate. Sym-
bolic of his despondency over the world’s war-torn state of
affairs, the painting exquisitely translates his empathy. The
young mother’s grief is tangible yet unknowable in her down-
cast gaze. The disconsolate angle of her head, reminiscent of
the Virgin Mary’s posture in Michelangelo’s Pietà, was in-
spired by Fisher’s study of that work.

The contemporary artist’s attunement to the state of his
subject brought an attention to detail that led him to visit a
local Somali-American clothing shop, where he received in-
struction in the manner of donning and wearing the native
hijab garment. The artist reflected upon the prominent “S”
shape that emerged out of the interplay of light and shadow
within the garment’s folds in the painting. This element lends
both coherence and ambiguity to the composition, the uncer-
tainty echoed in the off-center positioning of the bereaved
mother against the dark, lifeless background.

Telescoping from global concerns of war to its deeply
personal consequences, in Mogadishu Fisher traverses the
abstraction of war and arrives at the private, solitary expe-
rience of a young mother in mourning. This spare, poignant
portrayal of the marks of war—separating light from dark-
ness, mother from child, life from death—entreats our
compassion. Perhaps it is when compassion closely attends
inquiry that paths to peace can be divined.

Susannah J. Harris
Guest Art Editor
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