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(audio plays 30 secs) 
"Deixa, deixa, deixa 
Eu dizer o que penso desta vida 
Preciso demais desabafar..." 
 
Marcelo D2. Brazilian rapper, who at a young age I could identify with, who validated my need                 
to vent.  
 
 
Marcelo Barceloni. My dad, o meu pai, who once claimed I ain’t Brazilian enough. 
 
“What Brazilian music do you even listen to?” he says. “Marcelo D2? He’s old! Oh, c’mon                
Gustavo!”  
 
It’s summer 2017. We’ve had a few beers - quite a few. He’s meeting my American girlfriend,                 
Vanessa, after a year and a half for the first time tonight. His wife, Carla, smiles, we eat carne.                   
It’s a bbq, a churrasco. The smoke settles. 
 
“Your heart is Brazilian”. He admits. 
……….  
 
 
This blood first started pumping in 1995. My brother was already 2 at the time. My mom was 22, 
my age today.  
 
Back then, Brazil was going through an economic hangover from the military dictatorship from 
the 60’s to the 80’s (with help from US imperialism).  
 
This long recovery from the violence of poverty meant that waves of Brazilians were pouring out 
of the country, dreaming for a better life in the USA. My parents were also feeling the dream, o 
sonho.  
 
 
My first memories of creativity were doodling on notebook papers to escape classroom 
boredom. Sometimes I would zone out completely, but most of the time doodling helped me 
absorb the lesson even more deeply. Often, teachers scolded me as they didn't realize the 
focusing power that doodling had on me. Art classes became my refuge from being scolded; A 
place both secure and creative where I could experiment with methods and materials. “Finally!” I 
thought. “I get to work with clay!” Or metal wire, or plaster. Materials made learning the elements 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZDbYkpWSFQ


of art, like space and color, fun and investigative. What I got out of these years was a love for 
the process of art making.  
 
I had been lucky to have escaped from anyone stagnating my confidence in experimenting with 
art. I remember how I believed in my abilities and malleability. Teachers may recognize this as a 
growth mindset.  
 
These drawings came from my family in Brazil, each participant anxious yet amused.  
 
All too often, that love for the drawing process is cut short when judgement from others 
separates the “talented” from the  “untalented” artist.  
 
Judgment teaches our adult selves to apologize for attempting to draw even before we pick up 
the pencil. And when we do draw, our drawings look as nervous as we felt the day our drawings 
received judgement. It was in a class called “A Million Ways to Draw”, at MassArt that I 
recognized my fear of a white page and my moments of missed growth leading up to art school. 
 
I don’t remember bringing myself into my artwork in a personally challenging way or thinking of 
art beyond its usual expectation: made for consumption. 
 
Here’s a “what if” experiment I would have loved to have practiced in school growing up: 

 
Imagine learning about Josef Albers and his color theories as a way of learning about racial 
differences, or immigration, in the US. Look how the same color can look so different just 
because of the backgrounds in which it is placed. What a powerful metaphor this could be of a 
difference-based identity! Our students live in a divisive historical time, and we do an injustice to 
ourselves and to them if we do not to look for those connections between what art we make, 
how we look at the world, and “who we think we are”.  
 
I don’t remember receiving these tools to investigate my discomfort toward any ideas of a fixed 
identity, and to confront my own insecurities. Art, however, gave me energy and propelled me in 
this search. 
 
 
From middle school and onwards, I developed a love for graffiti, inspired by my trips to Brazil. 
So many beautiful walls were covered by graffiti in the cities I visited so I would come back to 
the US and cover my notebooks with tags and throwies. Later in highschool and college I was 
spraying them on walls, excited by the inventiveness of letters and colors and the adrenaline of 
working beyond the wall or pedestal. I was thrilled to be able to feel like a guerilla artist and say 
“This is me, I was here” even if under another name.  
 
At 15, I had my first job as a grill cook, and I was in an after school culinary arts program, called 
Future Chefs, led by MassArt alum Toni Elka. It is then that, as I refined my skills, I also began 
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to consider what art I wanted to make. I loved art and I loved cooking but which passion would 
be my career?  
 
Compared to the success and security that I thought I could find with being a chef, art felt like an 
unpredictable career path. “I love ceramics and making pots” I thought, “but where is that going 
to take me? How do I tell my parents I want to be an artist?”. 
 
It was thanks to my high school art teacher who validated my passion, that I had the confidence 
to share with my mom that art would be my career. “Ai, Gustavo,” she sighed, “I was worried 
you would say that.” For her, as for my dad, my art was something to appreciate but was not a 
career, at least not the career that they expected for me, and that reflected their sacrifices.  
 
You see, I got immigrant kid expectations to live up to. I gotta prove that I got what it takes to 
leap from the springboard my parents built for me. 
 
In the end, after some convincing my mom really just wanted me to be hardworking and to be 
able to choose to do what I loved. This had not been available to my parents. Their 
understanding was their gift to me. 
 
MassArt Fall 2013 was the opportunity to make my passion for art my career.  
my first semester was one of the worst of my entire life. I remember how I felt - I am going 
through a depressing break up and trying to keep up with my job as a cook and school. My long 
held bad habits and mistakes lead to a failed class and lots of mediocre last minute work. But I 
keep going, I keep my parents in mind, staying up long nights throughout the next semesters, 
dedicating my entire being to improving my craft, to expanding my mind, and to walking on that 
graduation stage - all for the opportunity to one day sustain my life as a professional artist.  
 
Over the years at MassArt, I juggled many roles: The art student, the line cook, the activist, the 
potter’s apprentice, the son. I experimented, made connections, and yes, dropped one or the 
other every now and then.  
 
Most importantly, I gave myself permission to try my hand at whatever I was interested in doing 
and not give up when I failed. How we confront failure and the value we place on it are key to 
our success. How we choose to subject ourselves to the possibility of failure is one of the most 
vital questions artists need to ask themselves.  
 
The tension between success and failure is present in every piece of artwork I have ever made. 
 
In the process, I have learned to become incredibly grateful for the humbling, yet strengthening 
process that digging into my truths can provide. 
 
There really is something amazing about art and how it helps bring out truths from inside of us. 
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Truths that have a really hard time being articulated, so instead they translate in another form - 
never completely precise. 
 
That feeling of validation takes a physical form and becomes so precious. Even poor attempts 
are, ya know? Cus at least the missed bullseye, ain’t half as bad, as not having any darts. 
 
This is where my Brazilian story comes in. Cultural pride is a big part of my “core”. Green, blue, 
and yellow have colored my life. Rice and beans have fed me everyday. Playing soccer is 
practically in my blood. I’m sure you've seen our flags everywhere during the world cup. 
 
But what happens when cultural pride meets cultural expectations? Like you’re not a full 100% 
up to the "qualifications" of that cultural identity?  
 
My “core” has always felt like a moving target. Who am I? Which realities have shaped who I 
am? Why do I act, think, value, love, fear, and speak the way that I do? these questions have 
moved with me across borders. They are a daily reminder of that precarious state of uncertainty 
of being an immigrant in the USA .  
 
MassArt 2014. Sophomore year is my first attempt at targeting these questions. 
 
 This artwork felt courageous at this time because of my anxiety and confusion surrounding 
what it meant to be a Brazilian immigrant artist who arrived here as a child. I made this during 
my Visual Language class.  
 
For me, this was one big visual question mark I posed to myself - a bilingual sentence. My 
teacher mentioned Homi K. Bhabha’s Third Space Theory, a postcolonial theory of identity 
which explains the “hybrid” uniqueness of individuals like me. Eureka.  
 
My art moves the needle of my understanding, and aligns myself to words of other creatives that 
can help explain what my art is asking.  
 
And because I am not yet ready to dig deeper into my vulnerability I dig deeper into hard skill. I 
have come to college to make a living as an artist, so now is my time to sell my work.  
 
In a capitalist culture that prizes individualism and material comfort, crafting a career as a 
“starving” artist, can be a daunting prospect. Someone out there has to be doing it though, 
right? I was determined to find them.  
 
My cooking background and ceramics ambitions met perfectly at my internship with Jeremy 
Ogusky, whose ceramic work is sold at stores, restaurants, and craft shows. He also 
collaborates with chefs at pop up dinners and hosts fermentation workshops.  
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This is exactly where I want to be and what I need to learn - business skills. I know MassArt 
won’t introduce me to these skills until senior year, but I push for these skills while pushing my 
craft. And it pays off. Over the years I sell at craft shows, open studios, and in restaurants while 
learning how to write an invoice, package art, price work, and find clients.  
 
But that question of identity, of the third space, still lingers… it needs visually vocalized justice.  
 
In junior year, mugs become my notebook again - I recognize that my doodles have more art 
potential than I originally gave it credit for, so I put them on pots, I create stories. Experiment 
with glaze chemistry. I find my voice with speech bubbles and scribbles. 
 
I remember the comic book characters I read as a kid like Calvin from Calvin and Hobbes, a 
mischievous boy with profound thoughts, and Cebolinha, from a Turma da Monica, who always 
mispronounced his r’s. I couldn’t understand every word from these comics but I, and my family, 
knew I was Cebolinha. 
 
I have a confused tongue. It shares the same blood as my “Brazilian” heart. My Portuguese, en 
esse jeito que eu falo, enrolado, defines my relationship to my Brazilian identity in profound 
ways. Growing up, it has been both a place of home and an embarrassment.  
 
The quality of how I bend my tongue has been judged from one sentence to another. On either 
side,  my mixture of Portuguese and ingles is read as a loss in ‘authenticity’. I know that feeling 
of judgement all too well. And have known it all too early.  
 
Over the years I have gone to a little Brazilian school in hopes to stay fluent because my mom 
knew how important it was to hold on to that connection, a conexão com a minha família. A 
minha mae, regrets not having a “Portuguese only rule” at home. Like many immigrant parents, 
she didn’t want her children to share her struggle of not speaking English fluently.  
 
Now my English vocabulary is fluent, able to express vivid introspections, while my mumbling 
Portuguese can't keep up with the beat of my Brazilian heart, I cannot bend my tounge like 
Marcelo D2 or Marcelo Barceloni, meu pai. Portu-English, the blending of two flavors has a 
sweet melody. But when you speak either language incorrectly you taste bitter. 
 
While I live in a society subtly and explicitly urging me to assimilate, my own culture thinks it's a 
shame that I’m part gringo.  
 
As a kid, this push and pull hurt . Os Americanos, I often heard. Americans are the others. But 
me? I’m not an “other”, nao so um Americano ne? um gringo? Sou Gustavo, right? Born in 
Curitiba, in Brasil, right? I have Brazilian parents, Brazilian blood. Playing soccer since the 
womb. 
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Why do we all try to soothe these complexities by squeezing them in some imaginary box of 
“authenticity”?  
 
And if a “box” is our image for a culture, inevitably, we will put cultures in boxes to discuss them 
with our students.  
 
Next the curriculum becomes a list of neat boxes, and we put our students in them.  
 
So many of our students share this transnational discomfort. They translate the gringo, with the 
pocho, they straddle across more than one authenticity, and maybe if teachers choose to “see” 
them, they will investigate more complex forms of cultural authenticities in their drawing, in their 
writing, and in their thinking.  
 
Here’s what I learned: I’ve had it wrong you see, I thought cultural identity was a fixed state, an 
everlasting condition, a label defined only early on through my family and personal experiences.  
 
But cultural identity is always evolving according to our circumstances and imagination.  - like 
the colors in Joseph Albers’ color theory, each meaning provided by the context of the other 
colors around them.  
 
Nowadays, I use the word gringo as a light-hearted, self-deprecating joke as I introduce myself 
to other Brazilians. “Gringo” translates as “yes, I am Brazilian, my Portuguese could be better, 
but wait, what I say is more important than how I say it. Please listen.”  
 
 
It’s taken two decades from when I arrived in the US, but I now feel a sense of worthiness in my 
mix, in my inbetweenness.  
 
Why this long? Why now? 
 
Because art has opened up space for me. 
 
Cultural identity isn't a box to check off, but a spectrum and it can be painted colorfully.  
 
 
So I want artists grappling with their transnational discomfort, to feel like they are more than 
enough, and to paint, draw, sculpt, and perform their own personal truths so they can echo in 
others. 
 
I hear them all the time, 1st generation, 2nd generation, and in between - immigrants: they tell 
these stories of transnational discomfort while having a little cafezinho at home or cerveja in the 
backyard.  
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But where is the still life painting of this conversation? 
 
Where is the novel written in portuenglish?  
 
Cade a sculptura de brazucas chamado “e nois”? 
 
How do complex histories translate in complex forms and representations?  
 
Forms and representations in which we don’t just pick a team but where we create our own 
identities by digging into the hyphen.  
 
Because art has the ability not just to expand on who you are - but who you can be. 
 
I believe that art can be used in so many ways. Throughout my career, I have made my art the 
vehicle of my activism, my community,  my business model, my playtime, and my education. 
This at times has felt like a duty both overwhelmingly wide in scope, and deeply personal - art is 
both my refuge and the place that pushes me to the unknown. 
 
Sharif Bey, a visiting ceramic artist, once said, and I paraphrase, “Sometimes art is the tree we 
hold on to during the storm, sometimes art is the storm.” 
 
So my questions to you all are these:  
 
How can we teach young artists to utilize the power of art to transform the ways they see 
themselves and the world around them?  
 
How can we teach them to expand the value we assign to art? 
 
Here are some examples of what art means to me/the value it has for me: 
 
1. As as a translation of histories (between past and present).The artist as a historian/translator 
tries to dig into the past and present in order to create a connection with the future. In our 
present political climate, this is incredibly important. Like Nina Simone said “How can you be an 
artist and not reflect the times?”.  
 
2. Art as a line of communication between people, knowledge, and languages. 
 
3. Art as an accessible vehicle of beauty and imagination among communities that are often left 
at the margins of art as “consumption”  
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“I award this ceramic trophy to my parents, their faces illustrated among symbols of their labor 
and identity. Their labor, a penalty kick of a ceramic soccer ball, made for a shot of success 
toward security past the barbed wire. My parents are more than worthy of their success, which 
made my hands able to make this art. Too many lie on this land's "greener side" in obscurity 
and injury without green card or papers. They too deserve this monument - an in-between state 
of cultures in constant memory. We eat a sweet sonho, a Brazilian pastry, at our local Brazilian 
cafe and bring a couple more home to remind of what was once called home 
 
 
I also learned that art is best when shared and that there is great power in organizing around 
community. 
 
From sophomore to senior year, I became involved and eventually, co-led with Vanessa, a 
student group called Clay for Change. We were trying to build community with art by making 
hundreds of bowls with students and community members for Haley House’s Souper Bowl 
fundraiser, and dozens of pie pans for a fundraiser with Future Chefs. Our social work 
expanded into documentary screenings on art and activism. Thousands of dollars were 
donated, hundreds of volunteer hours were put in.  
 
 
Teaching art has a great potential for social justice and it complements my art making.  
 
I began to teach free classes in the Roxbury neighborhood near MassArt to make ceramics 
more accessible. I have learned that I really enjoy teaching. Which is why I have decided to take 
the path of teaching full on, I am currently in a Master’s program in Education at UMASS 
Boston, and in the fall I will be student teaching at the McKay school in East Boston 
 
 My love for ceramics, history, and community have propelled me to create a collective story not 
just for Brazilians but also with them, in one of the most Brazilian cities in the US, my own city of 
Everett. Cafe da Manha, Cafe the Tarde. In this project, I invited Brazilian families to collaborate 
in the making of mugs by having them impress their fingerprints and stamp images on slabs of 
terracotta.  
 
Taking place in my backyard, these participants sat across from each other, worked on the 
slabs, and had a rich dialogue on these questions of cultural identity. 
 
I made the bottom half of each mug, and then attached the pinched terracotta slab as the 
second half along with a handle.  
 
These slabs of red clay hearkened back to Brazil’s red soil. (next slide) The audio recording of 
the participants’ responses to the questions provided background for a book in the future to 
document each mug and individual’s story. 
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This workshop also supported local Brazilian labor by hiring a Brazilian photographer and 
catering for the event. (It’s still ongoing, plans are underway for this summer in a new space). 
 
Last fall, Vanessa and I launched our online fundraiser for Dirty E Studios. We raised over 
$6,300 to make our dreams of being professional artists a reality. Here, our practice will also 
include classes and community events, right out of my mom’s garage.  
 
For years, my mom cleaned houses, while my dad painted them, and later started his own 
painting business, to never have food missing from my plate.  
 
Now, I’m making plates, and painting pots that live in other houses. 
 
The houses in which I want my art to be in, are the homes of the people I want to make my art 
with. I am a cultural worker. My craft involves expanding the complicated truths of a Brazilian 
diaspora into a wider picture. A picture that includes all of us, working class people with the 
desire to escape alienation. We dream, and fight, for a better world where we don’t fear hunger, 
self-expression, failure, or difference.  
 
My mom always relates my poetic and artistic soul to my granddad’s, meu avo who I never met, 
who was also a maker and a poet. In the spirit of carrying on his dreams for a peaceful Brazil, 
like my own dreams for the world, I conclude now by reading his poem.  
The poem is in your program - in its Portuguese original. 
 
Meu Sonho Verde E Amarelo 
Antonio Teodoro Tavares 
 
Meu Brasil te vi em sonho, 
E acordei tão tristonho, 
Por não ser realidade, 
No sonho eu te vi em flor, 
Só tinha paz e amor, 
Que pena não ser verdade! 
 
No sonho eu vi as crianças 
Cantar hinos de confiança, 
Em coro pela cidade, 
O estandarte era a alegria 
Que em todo o rosto se via, 
Que pena não ser verdade! 
 
Vi no sonho em todas as mesas 
Pão, leite, carne e manteiga; 
Para toda a sociedade; 
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A fome não existia 
Só a fartura se via, 
Que pena não ser verdade. 
 
Vi na rua muita gente, 
Que vibrava de contente 
Por viver em igualdade, 
Todos dedicavam a ciência, 
E não tinha violência: 
Que pena não ser verdade! 
 
Meu Brasil, te vi tão belo 
Todo de verde e amarelo 
Vi tua prosperidade; 
Mesmo no jazigo eu quero, 
Ver meu sonho que espero, 
Tornar-se realidade! 
 
 
Thank You! 
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