Biography of Ellen Handler Spitz, author of Illuminating Childhood:

EHS is a native New Yorker (who now lives in Baltimore, spends weekends in New York). As a child, she loved to draw, read, write, and dance, and she was exposed to many of the cultural riches of the metropolis, including, specifically, art classes for children at the Museum of Modern Art, children’s concerts at the New York Philharmonic conducted by Maestro Leonard Bernstein, and dance classes in both modern and ballet. Her mother, whose family originally came from Konigsberg, Germany, in the late 19th century, attended Wellesley College and took her master’s degree in literature at Columbia University; she read Latin, German and French, was steeped in European literature, classical music, and the history of art, all of which she passed on to her daughters. She painted, wrote verse (including children’s poems), and played the piano. EHS therefore grew up in a family where a high priority was placed on the cultural lives of children, a subject that later became a major theme in her own scholarly writing. EHS’s father, an attorney who practiced in Manhattan, came from a family originally based in the Austro-Hungarian Empire (the family is Jewish on both sides) and was, likewise, an avid lover of literature and classical music, particularly of opera and the symphony; he enjoyed spending time on the weekends with his daughters. It should be added that EHS cherished a special relationship with her paternal grandmother, with whom she conducted an epistolary relationship in childhood until that formidable lady died, and EHS, at the age of thirteen, attended her funeral.

EHS studied briefly before college in Surrey, England, and then majored in fine arts at Barnard College in New York after two years at the University of Chicago, where she danced in a choreographed production of Federico Garcia Lorca’s ‘Yerma.’  Later, at Barnard, she wrote her undergraduate thesis on selected themes in monumental Greek sculpture of the 5th century BCE. Her mother was dying slowly of cancer during her adolescent years and passed away while EHS was in college, a catastrophic experience that shaped the author’s life and formed the background of much of her writing. She went on after Barnard to take a brief stint as an editorial assistant at Newsweek and then studied for her masters in fine arts and teaching at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. She received her doctorate at Columbia University in aesthetics and the philosophy of education. Her thesis, “Art and Psyche,” was published by Yale University Press in 1985. It has been translated into Italian, Chinese, and, recently, into Serbian. While studying for the doctorate, she attended the Columbia University Center for Psychoanalytic Training and Research, where she was a research candidate for four years and eventually did some invited teaching. She concurrently did painting and drawing with schizophrenic children (art therapy) for two years at the Henry Ittleson Center for Child Research in New York and has written and lectured on this experience.

In addition to her academic career, EHS danced in a performing company, the Potpourri Dancers, based in Croton-on-Hudson, New York, and was briefly a member of the Mamaroneck Artists Guild, where she wrote review articles and exhibited drawings and woodcuts. She studied woodcut with the celebrated printmaker and children’s book illustrator Antonio Frasconi and, prior to that, drawing and sculpture at the Art Students League in New York, the School of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, and Harvard’s Carpenter Center. Her teaching experience includes work with gifted children. She organized and taught in several Westchester County, New York programs involving children and the arts. She has, in addition, taught in various graduate programs involving art therapists-in-training, post-doctoral students in psychology, psychiatric residents, and graduate students in art history, education, psychology, and fine arts. Her current teaching principally involves undergraduates in the humanities.

Her primary academic affiliation currently is with the University of Maryland, where she holds the unique appointment of Honors College Professor of Visual Arts. There, she teaches interdisciplinary classes in the humanities in the Honors College as well as classes in the department of Visual Arts. Her scholarly work and writing have long focused on psychology and the arts. Increasingly, over the past decade, her publications have concerned the cultural lives of children. She now writes a quarterly column, “Apropos the Arts,” for American Imago, a journal published by The Johns Hopkins University Press, and a monthly column on children’s books and children’s cultural lives for “The Book,” a new online publication of The New Republic. 
Her previous books include:  Art and Psyche, published by Yale University Press in 1985;  Image and Insight, published by Columbia University Press in 1991;  Museums of the Mind, published by Yale University Press in 1994; Inside Picture Books, published by Yale University Press in 1999;  The Brightening Glance: Imagination and Childhood, published by Pantheon Books in 2006; and two co-edited volumes, Freud and Forbidden Knowledge, with Peter L. Rudnytsky, published by NYU Press, 1993, 1995; and Bertolucci’s Last Emperor, published by Wayne State University Press, 1998. In addition, she guest-edited a special edition of The Journal of Aesthetic Education on the topic of children’s literature, published by the University of Illinois Press, 2009. Her books have been translated into Italian, Japanese, Chinese, and Serbian and her shorter works into other languages. She has lectured all over the world, including, on three separate occasions, in India, where she was written up in The Hindi, one of India’s three leading national newspapers.

EHS has been the recipient of numerous fellowships. These   include:   Visiting Scholar, Sigmund Freud Center of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1987;  Senior Scholar in residence at the Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities, Santa Monica, 1989-90;  Marian Cabot Putman Fellow at the Bunting Institute (now the Radcliffe Institute of Advanced Study), Harvard University, 1995-96;  Fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, Stanford University, 1996-97;  Fellow, the Camargo Foundation, Cassis, France, 1999; Fellow, The Center for Children and Childhood Studies, Rutgers University, 2003-04;  Fellow, The Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2004; Erikson Scholar, The Erikson Institute at the Austen Riggs Center, Stockbridge, MA, 2008; and, since her election to membership in 2008, she has been a permanent Fellow of the New York Institute for the Humanities. As of 2010, she is also a member of the Council of Scholars of the Erikson Institute, Austen Riggs Center, Stockbridge, MA. 


EHS loves to read and is a passionate, indefatigable, omnivorous, and deliberately slow reader. She’s a discriminating although amateur lover of classical music, especially opera, and an avid traveler. She also cherishes live theater and is on the advisory board of a children’s theater company, Enchantment Theater of Philadelphia; she attends dance concerts, museum exhibitions, and loves to walk. She cultivates friendships all over the world but especially enjoys time spent with her family. Her favorite city is Paris, where can often be found; her native city of New York, however, is a very close second!
