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ABOUT US

MassArt’s Center of Vision serves as a forum for the MassArt student 
community. We publish a range of mediums, both written and visual, 
continuously online and monthly in print. Center of Vision is a 
place for our college community to explore its creative output, 
express diverging opinions, and discover what’s happening on 
campus and beyond. We believe the sustainability of this publication 
comes from allowing each new generation of students to make their 
mark. As a place where every student can have their say, Center of 
Vision belongs wholly to the MassArt community.

New members are always welcome to join. Here are some positions 
we’re currently looking for:

Online Editor
Print Editor
Art/Music Reviewer 

Columnists 
Photojournalists
Event Reporters

If any of these interest you, email us at snews@massart.edu and we 
can help get you started.

SUBMISSIONS

We are always looking for student artwork and writing to feature in 
our monthly issues and on our website. We accept all kinds of work, 
in any type of media. If you would like to submit your work, follow 
the submission guidelines on our website and send your images and 
writing to snews@massart.edu.   
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 COUNTERPOINTS 
A symposium of identity and purpose through women's voices  

by Julie Cangrand

T
his event was the first of this magnitude 
organized at MassArt by Marika Preziuso, 
Assistant Professor in the Department of Liberal 
Arts. The event’s brochure explains that “the 

‘counterpoint’ in the title of the symposium refers to the 
many intersections and exchanges that constitute women’s 
identities and experiences, as well as the dynamics at 
play in the creative process.” Six women, mostly second-
generation immigrants, including two MassArt graduate 
students, composed the panel. “The truth is that all 
immigrant are artists” said Preziuso, quoting Edwidge 
Danticat, “because they carry the necessity of re-creating 
their entire life each time.” “And necessity is the fairy 
godmother of invention”, replied Maria Popova, the 
founder of the blog Brain Pickings. This first exchange was 
enough for me to get excited about what was coming next. 
As a French woman coming from living in Colombia and 
having recently settled in the U.S., I was eager to embrace 
those unknown point of views and unpredictable answers. 
The symposium didn’t let me down. 
 Beyond the topics of Women, 
Difference, and The Arts, the three ideas 
that weaved together the afternoon were 
empathy, differentiation, and making 
space. On empathy, Professor Gunta 
Kaza shared her study about apathy, 
boredom and depression, embodied 
in her collection of tea cloths from 
caregivers from all over the world. Her 
talk examined the inconvenience of experiencing empathy, 
mainly because it’s difficult to attain – it demands a choice 
to be made and a time commitment. On differentiation, Dr. 
Sharon Heijin Lee presented her study on the “geopolitics 
of beauty”, and the plastic surgery phenomenon taking 
place in her motherland of South Korea, in which Asian 
women try to emulate white facial features. By showing 
the work of female digital artivist Kate Hers RHEE, 
Lee demonstrates the importance of building counter-
narratives, as “the whiteness argument too often becomes 
the end of the story.” Instead, she strives to experience the 

inconvenience of empathy to be able to deeply understand 
the pressures behind the current Asian cult of beauty. Dr. 
Rachel Mordecai was another speaker who shared great 
lessons about differentiation, vulnerability and creativity 
as she opened up about her inner conflict as an English 
literature scholar who loves reading Caribbean romance 
literature. Making space was the core concept in Christina 
Huilang Wang’s talk, as she tries to look at the world 
with “an unclouded and critical eye.” Her work analyses 
the connection between intimacy and oppression, and 
advocates for an economy of compassion that prevents any 
concentration of power. Christina’s ambition is to make 
enough space so that any binary points of view on gender 
issues become insignificant. Anne Sisto, as a dynamic 
media artist, also explores this idea of making space, and 
creating empathy to be able to speak about feminism in 
the modern age. She uses humor in her installations as 
a medium to stand up for female representation in the 
advertising and media industry. 

 Last but not least, the most anticipated 
speaker was Maria Popova, the founder 
of the blog Brain Pickings. Popova was 
born in 1984 in Bulgaria, and came to 
the U.S. under the promise of its liberal 
education. She created her blog while 
still an undergraduate student looking 
for more answers. “Creativity is not 
about finding the best examples in 
your field of knowledge but combining 

different sources indiscriminately,” she said. “Composing 
life is the ultimate project of creativity.” 
 She started writing about what she was reading, and 
sent a weekly email to her colleagues from the advertising 
agency where she was working as a source of creativity and 
inspiration for their work. Today, after ten years of daily 
dedication, her website reaches seven million visitors a 
month. She told the story of a young woman who was 
very anxious because she had been keeping a blog that 
she was very passionate about, but only had 7 followers. 
Popova asked the young woman how long she had the 

"Composing life 
is the ultimate 
project of 
creativity."

- Maria Popova
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Maria Popova, 
Marika Preziuso, 
Anne Sisto, 
Sharon Heijin Lee, 
Rachel Mordecai, 
Christina Huilang Wang, 
Gunta Kaza.
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blog for. It had only been three weeks. “OK, let’s talk again 
in three years,” Popova replied. “You have to think long 
term, not buying into the ‘culture of busy’ and find ways 
to do something that comes out of your own values,” she 
explained. It’s how Brain Pickings started, as a by-product. 
She didn’t make a business plan back then, and she still 
doesn’t have one. Her experience is what she agrees to 
attend to, paraphrasing William James. “Creativity comes 
out of what you choose to experience, from the outer, but 
more importantly, from your inner world.” 
 As a student, Popova worked as an advertising 
representative for a newspaper, and she was so good at her 
job that she even won an award. It’s how she learned that 

“if the world tells you you’re good at something, it doesn’t 
mean it’s your purpose. You have to know the difference 
between what you’re good at and what makes you feel 
good.” The moderator asked her for some advise for young 
artists: “to make the inner and conscious choice of actively 
denying cynicism, because it only ends up creating a real 
sense of disempowerment.” According to her, the creative 
act is an act of optimism; it means that we have something 
to contribute to the world. “Hope is the counterpoint” to 
the modern world. “Find people who magnify your spirit, 
not diminish it,” she said. “Create unburdened space.” 

 Popova’s talk was full of meaningful advise about 
what it is to live a meaningful life. According to the 
psychoanalyst Irvin Yalom, there are four major existential 
concerns in the inner life of every human being: death, 
meaning in life, isolation, and freedom. Popova was one 
of the first voices that creatively addressed this major topic 
by curating literature as a material for inspiration. In 2012, 
she was named number 51 of the 100 most creative people 
in business by Fast Company Magazine. She confessed she 
still doesn’t get it; hers is not a business, since she lives off 
donations from her audience.   
 In my opinion, I think a personal brand is still a 
business, especially in this new economy where we are all 
able to broadcast our own voices, and where wellness and 
mindfulness are our new religions. I’m not being cynical. 
Well, I might have felt a little self-defensive at first, but 
as the afternoon went on, I became sincerely moved by 
all those female voices. At the end of the day, Preziuso 
pointed out that she wasn’t aware that those voices existed 
at MassArt. I didn’t either. I hope this is how community 
begins, by sharing personal stories, and building emotional 
memories together. 

Audience members 
performing with 

Kaza's tea cloths
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