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The following is based on an interview with the artist on
February 23, 2015.

“At this point in my career, being an artist and a
therapist is all of a piece. They are very congruent pursuits
for me.” David S. Pellegrini added that his painting and
photography are so essential to his identity that when he
hits a dry spell, he does not feel like himself. “I am much
happier when I maintain a creative outlet.” From an early
age, he knew that creative expression was important to him
and, at first, he thought that writing fiction and poetry
would be his medium. But several turning points in his life
steered him in a different direction.

Although not formally exposed to the arts at home,
Pellegrini took a silk screening class for something inter-
esting to do one high school summer. It was his first
experience playing with color and design and he enjoyed it,
but he still thought of himself as more of a verbal than a
visual person. As an undergraduate at Tufts University, he
was absorbed in creative writing but took a photography
class and fell in love with the darkroom experience. He
considered taking another art class but after wandering into
a life drawing studio he found himself intimidated by the
student talent and feared that his artistic ability might not
measure up.

Both his longing and fear stimulated an interest in the
creative process. How were little children so spontaneously
and fearlessly creative? As an independent study project,
he wrote a curriculum for third graders that featured poetry
writing exercises. He repeated the project with children in
a residential psychiatric facility, and again with at-risk
youth at South Boston Boys Club, at a time of court-
ordered integration of the local public schools. Stumbling
upon creative expression as a therapeutic vehicle led him to
his first major turning point. His project advisor, develop-
mental psychologist Sue Swap, suggested that he consider
a career in clinical child psychology. Leaving behind cre-
ative writing, he soon found himself immersed in a doctoral
psychology program at the University of Minnesota at the
exciting time when Norman Garmezy was beginning his
groundbreaking studies of risk and protective factors. In his
doctoral work with Garmezy, Pellegrini explored the roots
of resilience in childhood and the attributes and life turning
points that promoted positive adaptation.

Upon completing his degree, Pellegrini moved to
Washington, DC, to teach at The Catholic University of
America. After 10 years as an academic, he relinquished
tenure to pursue life as a full-time psychotherapist. His
mother had passed away at age 61, just before he com-
pleted his doctorate, making Pellegrini acutely aware of the
passage of time. Approaching 50, he had a strong urge to

bring artistic expression back into focus in his life. He
returned to photography and bought his dream camera so
he could “run around chasing light.” He got back into the
familiar darkroom but had an itch to explore other media.
His next big turning point came when he discovered the oil
painting of Kevin Fitzgerald at a local gallery. Pellegrini’s
reaction: “This is it! This is what I want to do!” He loved
Fitzgerald’s mysterious, evocative landscapes and knew he
needed to track down the artist. Fitzgerald subsequently
became his first artistic mentor, ushering him into the world
of plein air painting. Pellegrini describes his path to paint-
ing as “interest—intimidation and avoidance—urgency.”
The urgency lay dormant for 30 years but eventually be-
came a call he had to answer.

Pellegrini is drawn to subject matter that suggests a
story, such as objects that once had meaning and purpose
but that have since been abandoned or thrown away.
Junk cars, ruined boats, collapsing barns, and abandoned
houses—to Pellegrini, they are all akin to overlooked
sculptures in the natural landscape. The two cars on the
cover of this issue are prime examples. The 1959 Cadillac
caught his eye first because it was the iconic car of his
childhood, with its huge pointed tailfins that looked like
wings, dual bullet headlights, and jewel-like grille patterns.
On the other hand, sitting beside the Caddie, the 1956
Chevy with its sturdy bumpers and oversized cargo space
was a family car, a utilitarian workhorse for hauling gro-
ceries and children. The Cadillac’s door is sprung open and
two of its headlights are popped out. Weeds have grown in
and around both the Caddie and the Chevy. The scars on
these old cars show the imperfections of life, yet they retain
a poignant beauty and dignity captured by the artist. Pel-
legrini wrote, “That is exactly what draws me to subjects
such as these—the pair of rotting cars are going to seed
next to each other, rusting and sinking back into the earth
up against a barn, like an old couple who have seen and
endured so much of life!”

Finding the narrative in the visual is meaningful to
Pellegrini. Often, that narrative consists of a series of
questions: Who drove the Cadillac? What kind of life did
they have? Who lived in that old farmhouse? What was
their life like? Pellegrini loves that as a painter, he is free
to see an object as just that—the sides hit by light, the top
a certain color. Or, he can find the story. As a therapist, he
knows that people also have their own rust spots and scars
from life lived to the fullest.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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