
The Studio for Interrelated Media at the 
Massachusetts College of Art and Design

THE SANDBOX
REVISITING

NITA STURIALE



Copyright © 2011 by Nita Sturiale
All rights reserved

All images courtesy of documentary 
photographer Julie Chen (SIM 2009 - 12), 
the SIM archives, and the artists themselves.

Designer: Matteo Balocco 
                     matteo@matteobalocco.it

Editors: Julie Chen, Darlene Gillan 

Nita Sturiale
Chair, Studio for Interrelated Media
nita.sturiale@massart.edu
617-230-7862
 
Massachusetts College of Art and Design
621 Huntington Avenue
Boston, MA 02115 

 
     Website: http://sim-massart.nitasturiale.com/



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Preface 
 
Expanding Art Education 
 
SIM Foundations 
 
SIM In Action Today 
 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
 
Civic Responsibility 
 
SIM Impact 
 
Let’s Do It Again 
 
References

1. 
 

5. 
 

13. 
 

23. 
 

29. 
 

37. 
 

43. 
 

49. 
 

57.





This article is dedicated to  
all SIM students past, present and future.
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PREFACE

FIGURE 0.1 

“FREEDOM/

RISK” from 

San Shoppell’s 

“Running with 

Scissors” exhibit 

in Honolulu, 2006.

AS WE BEGIN the second decade of the second millennium, the 
US is faced with a myriad of daunting problems to overcome, 
including an impaired !nancial sector, environmental challenges, 
an embattled health care industry, and rapidly increasing global 
competition to be the world leader in productivity and innovation. 
Daniel H. Pink (2005) has coined this new era as the Conceptual 
Age where those with inventive, empathic, and big-picture 
capabilities will thrive. Corporations, government agencies, and 
start-ups are now looking for employees who have the skills to 
adapt to this changing world and offer solutions born from fresh 
perspectives. Many businesses are not !nding these ideal 21st 
century employees in the usual places such as top MBA programs. 
Instead, these essential agents of change are emerging from an 
unlikely source: schools of art and design (Anon., 2011).  

Many companies are discovering that these graduates bring 
a different, yet crucial, set of skills to the organization: creative 
problem !nding and solving, information synthesis, and the ability 
to collaborate across disciplines. 
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FIGURE 0.2 

Lighting instal-

lation by Brooke 

Scibelli

FIGURE 0.3 

Kara Stokowski 

and Ian Deleon 

on a VJ DJ set

After years of decline due to a growing dependence on 
standardized testing, lack of funding, and misconceptions of what 
arts education can be, we now know that art education is necessary 
to develop critical 21st century skills and for motivating students 
to achieve (Wester & Wood, 2010, pg 14).  Thankfully, there is a 
growing movement to bring art back into our schools in a meaningful 
way (Piro, 2010).  The Studio for Interrelated Media (SIM) at 
Massachusetts College of Art and Design in Boston, has much to 
offer this movement. Over its 40 year history, it has successfully 
grown a unique program that combines individualized !ne art 
practice with the development of the very skills necessary for our 

global health and survival.

Massachusetts College of 
Art and Design (MassArt) 
offers instruction and degrees 
to 1752 undergraduates and 187 
graduate students in a variety of 
visual arts disciplines, including 
design, art history, art education, 
and the !ne arts, all combined 
with a liberal arts education. 
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FIGURE 0.4 

Brooke enjoying a 

sound, light, and 

space installation 

by Nicole Barron

Within this rich and diverse environment, stirs SIM, a 
program that has been preparing students for the Conceptual 
Age since its !rst class in 1970. As a SIM alumna, professor, 
and the current department chair, I can speak intimately about 
the program. Over the years, its curriculum, procedures, 
and strategies have been both criticized and copied. From a 
controversial beginning, SIM has evolved and changed shape 
over the years, but still holds true to a selection of persistent 
priorities and principles described throughout this article. 

I believe the time is ripe to tell the story of this program in an 
effort to participate in the educational policy discussions being 
triggered by current societal needs and the latest research. This 
article invites readers to expand our expectations of what an art 
education can be (Expanding Art Education), to look inside the SIM 
program–its history (SIM Foundations) and current state (SIM in 
Action Today)—and to replicate the program (Let’s Do It Again).
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Kevin Clancy and Ben Aron in Kevin’s “m,a,n,t,r,a” participatory 

sound meditation with custom software created with Max/MSP
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ART EDUCATION
EXPANDING
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Often, art education is misunderstood to be the development of 
aesthetic skills in the visual arts, including working with line, shape, 
color, texture, and pattern; mastering materials and techniques; and 
learning art historical facts (Lexington Massachusetts Public School 
Dept, 2011). For the assessors, it is fairly easy to measure whether 
a child has mastered these skills. But where is the essence of artistic 
thinking and experience (Dewey, 1934) that we love to admire in 
Leonardo Da Vinci, Buckminster Fuller, or Helen Keller? Where 
is that ability to invent, to take risks, to /nd one’s personal voice, 

to transmit ideas, to intend meaning, to satisfy a 
deep desire to observe, express, and create? This 
too abstract, and dif/cult to measure, artistic 
thinking must not be kept conveniently out of the 
way (Robinson, 2009). Nurturing young people 
to discover and develop their artistic selves, 
which may emerge as invention, observation, 
physical movement, music, intuition, and/or 
drawing, is a non-discipline speci/c, meta-process 
that is not easily described in a lesson plan.

Sir Ken Robinson, educator, author, and 
TEDTalk (http://www.ted.com) superstar, calls 
this self-discovery “The Element… the point at 
which natural talent meets personal passion. 
When people arrive at the element, they feel most 
themselves and most inspired and achieve at their 
highest levels (Robinson, 2009, pg 14).”  There 
are oasis spots in the educational landscape where 

educators are aware of the complexities of teaching creative intellect 
and have been nurturing their students in unconventional ways as the 
standardization machine whirs around them.  These programs are 
usually small, not publicly funded, and only a small number of lucky 
students have bene/ted from this approach (see Blue School, Sudbury 
Valley Schools, ArtScience 100K Prize). We all want our students to 
discover their Element, but in the high-pressure, highly specialized 
world of college it is hard to /nd the space required for self-discovery.

In most programs in art education, starting in the earliest of 
grades, learning to follow the rules comes /rst. Many educators 

FIGURE 1.1 

Illustration by one 

of the earliest 

SIM majors, Bruce 

Bowen, 1974
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believe students must /rst master an understanding of the rules 
so that they can then break the rules in a constructive way after 
much practice.  Learning the proper things in the proper order 
to achieve mastery of one’s craft is a quintessential example of a 
goal-oriented environment. In review of art college websites, it is 
apparent that courses/departments are usually organized by media 
such as animation, /lm, graphic design and sculpture, to name a 
few. Students are exposed to the materials within a discipline, taught 
safe studio practices, and trained in basic processes. After they 
have been cleared to pass the /rst levels, they may advance to more 
complex processes and learn to express their own artistic signature. 
Interdisciplinary exploration 
comes after mastering 
several levels. However, 
this hierarchical approach 
doesn’t work for everyone. 

In my experience, many 
students bene/t from being given 
the space and time to identify 
their interests and create their 
own academic, experiential, and 
creative paths. The Studio for 
Interrelated Media is a program 
that has its inspiration in the 
progressive education of A.S Neill’s Summerhill School (Neill, 1960), 
the original alternative ‘free’ school founded in 1921 in Suffolk, 
England. SIM founder Harris Barron often referred to Neill’s ideas 
about personal freedom, self-determination, and critical thinking.

He ensured that SIM’s early class time structure was as carefully 
unstructured as possible—little schedule, few lectures, and few 
instructions. The central requirement was open space de/ned 
by the community and time to allow students to /nd their own 
individual way, closely supported and facilitated by the faculty.

Cori Spencer, SIM Alumna 2010, writes:

“There were many instances during my time with the 
SIM program when I felt frustrated because I wasn’t being 
handed a clear, predetermined path to my goals. I envied 

FIGURE 1.2 

Harris Barron 

speaks to Students 

in one of SIM’s earli-

est classes.
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students in more traditional majors because it seemed that 
they were receiving a level of preparation and training in 
one craft that I believed was lacking in my education.

What I didn’t see then was that pursuing a career 
in the arts isn’t solely about rigorous mastery of a 
craft—countless people have achieved that. Rather, it 
is about a willingness to take chances and to fail; it is 
about experimenting, collaborating, and building new 
relationships. It is about knowing how to improvise with 
grace when your carefully-designed plan completely 
falls apart. And without me even being conscious of it, I 
was learning each of these skills one year at a time.”

This lack of obvious guidance has been regarded by some as 
sloppy, time wasting, and irresponsible. An off-hand comment 
by a past colleague frames the position: SIM was like playing 
around in the sandbox. Yet, it has allowed SIM students to play 
between disciplines in ways that contemporary education and 
business practice is just catching up with. Beginning in 1985, SIM 
faculty members Donald Burgy and John Holland introduced the 

FIGURE 1.3 

Documentation 

from “Little Black 

Topsy and the 

Magical White 

Fairy Soap” a 

performance writ-

ten, directed and 

performed by Cori 

Spencer, 2010
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interdisciplinary courses, 
“Nature Form Analysis,” 
and “Nature, Science and 
Art”, years before many 
current “art and science” 
initiatives. In both versions 
of the class, open-structured 
classtime, serious discussion, and seed ideas drove media-agnostic 
practice. The curricular focus on playful exploration allows 
students to think on their toes when they don’t fully understand 
the problem (Gray, 2008). It leads directly to the “complex 
communication and non-routine problem-solving” (Bautz, 
2004, ¶37) that Richard Murnane, economist and co-author of 
The New Division of Labor: How Computers Are Creating the 
Next Job Market (Murnane, 2004), deems necessary to succeed 
in a pluralistic democracy. SIM has evolved and grown and is 
not quite as freely structured as it once was. However, many of 
the core principles introduced at its founding are still in place. 
SIM expands the possibilities of an art education.  The Studio 
for Interrelated Media has been a place for visionary education 
since its inception, and I think its time we revisit the sandbox. 

FIGURE 1.5 

Visiting Speaker, 

Neurobiologist 

Margaret Living-

stone, partici-

pates in a small 

group critique.

FIGURE 1.4 

Dewitt Paterson 

and Travis 

Harrington 

interviewing 

attendees of the 

SIM Depart-

ment showing 

at the MassArt 

All School Show 

2010.
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Rube Goldberg type machine by Veronika Kruta.
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FOUNDATIONS
SIM
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TO FULLY APPRECIATE SIM, one has to understand how its 
history still guides its current philosophy. Harris Barron, the founder 
of SIM, advocated for the artistic necessity of “unstructured time” 

when students could explore in a manner that 
was speci"cally not goal oriented. In the late 
‘60s, Barron engaged in the youth movement 
that questioned authority and was conversing 
with artists and philosophers who were 
advocating for the dematerialization of the 
art object (Lippard, 1997). Barron was also 
the co-founder of ZONE, an experimental 
“visual theater” company that realized major 
productions commissioned by the New York 
State Council on the Arts for ten college 
campuses, among them MIT and Harvard. 

These experiences, infused with his skills 
as a painter, a sculptor, and the con"dence of 
a sailplane pilot, led Barron’s teaching away 
from traditional media toward theatrical 
experimentation, cutting-edge technology, 
and primary natural phenomenon—light, 
sound, and time. He was convinced that 
artists needed to have access to any medium 
at any time to make truly relevant work. 

In his early SIM class meetings, students and faculty would 
collect each week with an abundance of time and no scheduled 
agenda. This indeterminate structure allowed spontaneous 
actions, improvisation, and productions experimenting with 
media and genres. Most importantly, it led to individual 
growth of the student’s self-con"dence as esthetic inventors.

Tucker Stilley, SIM Alumnus 1986, remembers:

“SIM served as combination Shaolin temple, sanitarium, 
A/V closet and Bat Cave.... Everything was going on 
there—and if it wasn’t, it was your duty to manifest it.” 

FIGURE 2.1 

This ZONE event 

happened the same 

year that Bar-

ron proposed the 

formation of the 

SIM department 

to the administra-

tion at MassArt.
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While Barron’s approach drove a few students away, most 
soared. All students were required to confront themselves and 
responsibly shape time according to their own interests, desires 
and abilities. Students had to become resourceful, pro-active, and 
collaborative to make the 
program work. This multi-
media, performative, technically 
infused explosion, housed 
within a visual arts college, 
launched a trajectory that the 
department is still riding today.

Barron managed to get the 
new department approved by 
MassArt’s administration with 
one catch—there would be no 
budget! So, in order to begin 
classes the following semester, 
he had to scrape together audio/
visual equipment and meeting space to back up his curricular ideas. 

Barron re#ects: 

“Now, how do you begin a program of the SIM 
sort without funds, in an empty classroom, with 
just a few chairs? Come September 1970, I set up 
SIM shop with a hodge-podge collection of personal, 
borrowed, and found audio/visual equipment. 

No budget is a great way to make nothing work. 
Searching educational media catalogs, I lucked out to !nd 
free !lms, for only the shipping fees… Audio was helped 
with materials I was able to record from sources I felt 
were illuminating the possibilities for sound works….

When I realized that there was a theater space (in 
the college’s original building) that was hardly used, 
I moved my classes to the theater as SIM Studio…
We had no money, but space luxury, a home!”

FIGURE 2.2 

Harris Barron 

participating in 

a brainstorm-

ing session with 

students. 
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With Barron’s tenacious resourcefulness and no beginning 
budget, the SIM organizational and physical structure emerged 
out of the needs of the group to make things happen. The 
curriculum has always been as diverse as the students who 
have gone through the program. However, as the curriculum 
has evolved, there have been some fundamental priorities that 
have been unchallenged since Harris Barron’s "rst class.

Ideas. SIM artists make their art starting with the idea, and 
they "nd the best media to express that idea. 

Time. Time spent in sharing ideas leads to revelation  
and action. 

 New SIM students walking in 
the door are regarded as "rst-class citizens in the educational 
environment and sit side by side with older peers. They are 
included in the decision-making processes, are expected to 
take responsibility for their learning and participation, and 
collaborate with upper classmen. To encourage students 
to jump in, Barron recalls, “In large letters, I put up Jean 
Cocteau’s quote, ‘Caution is the enemy of art!’” 

 Students working together 
on projects were the un-imposed result of the very "rst class 
meetings. To this point, Barron states, “Since the nature of 
SIM is collaborative, that is, everyone is a teacher, a leader, 
and a helper. I posted a sign that read ‘Shared experience 
creates community. [And community may alter  
the landscape.]’” 

Events. Time, idea exchange, and collaboration lead to the 
production of live events. SIM students organize arts festivals, 
music shows, exhibits, discussion groups, fund-raisers and 
sit-ins. These events often showcase 2D, 3D, performance, 
sound, lights, and video, often at the same time. 
 

 SIM students learn tangible skills in a 
variety of ways; by taking electives, by attending lectures, by 
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learning from each other, and by self-taught—not textbook—
experiences.  Students have access to a well-maintained 
collection of digital and analog audiovisual equipment 
ranging in vintage and complexity. Students are able to take 
equipment off campus and keep it for a week of exploration. 
Clear user’s manuals are included with each piece of 
equipment and studio managers are on hand for one-on-one 
training and troubleshooting. 

 SIM is quite different 
from other programs because of its willingness to give 
up faculty control of curriculum instruction. Instead, 
curriculum is emergent, instruction is experiential, and 
students are responsible for their learning. The SIM meeting 
(where students identify challenges, determine agendas and 
schedules, and discuss curricular instruction) has been an 
important part of the curriculum since the beginning. 

Innovation. SIM encourages new ideas, generative thinking, 
and connections between people and media. This leads 
to a culture of innovation. SIM is where many new 

FIGURE 2.3 

Entrance to a SIM-

produced event 

launching Art 

Technology New 

England, 2009
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media and methods have been introduced to the MassArt 
community (computers, internet art, video, electro-
kinetics, analog and digital audio art, conceptual art). 

After Harris Barron retired in 1988, and the numbers 
of SIM majors continued to grow, the remaining faculty in 
the SIM program instituted a few changes in order to better 
advise and manage a larger group, to successfully teach more 
complex technology, and to solve scheduling con#icts with 
other areas of the college. These changes, combined with the 
department’s foundational priorities, have come to characterize 
the program and facilitate an interdisciplinary environment:

 Students self-organize 
and learn how to present a weekly program that includes 
viewing artwork made by their peers, working with visiting 
artists, participating in organizational meetings, working 
with audiovisual technology, and conversing in content-rich 
discussion. The student artists negotiate and coordinate with 
other students, who learn to take on the roles of curator, 
producer and technical director. These presentations can be 
compared to the free/libre/open source software movement 
that advocates “release early, release often” (Wikipedia, 
2011). Students are encouraged to show work in progress, the 
same work at different stages of re"nement, and work that 
they are doing in other classes.  

 Each week students look at work and talk about it. 
The artists are expected to learn how to guide the critique in 
their own best interest and to 
articulate their artistic ideas. 
The audience is expected to be 
generous, honest, and clear. 
This practice in discussion, 
description, and critical 
analysis improves multi-
disciplinary communication, 
diplomacy, and public  
speaking skills. 
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 Different types of work require different 
types of forums. The SIM Major Studio class meeting, the 
backbone of the program, alternates between Big Group days 
and Small Group days. Every other week, the class breaks up 
into 3 or 4 smaller groups that are often theme, content or 
media speci"c. The Big Group meetings, with all department 
members present, can be chaotic at times, but they allow 
students to get to know everyone in the department. This 
promotes opportunities for collaboration. The smaller groups 
offer the possibility for more intimate conversations to emerge 
that are not possible with an audience of 75+. Also, many 
types of work are best presented to a smaller audience , 
including artists’ books or a poems about potentially  
sensitive subjects).  

 Like most other 
departments at the college, SIM ends each semester with 
review boards. Review boards are important because they 
give students an opportunity to share the results of their 
efforts, to organize their work, and to self evaluate. In 
SIM, the student decides the content of their review board. 
Usually all SIM faculty attend all review boards in order to 
develop a multi-dimensional understanding of each student. 

Learning in SIM relies heavily on individualized advising as 
well as a signi"cant amount of student volition, opportunities to 
fail, and self-discipline. SIM’s early priorities, enhanced by these 
contemporary adaptations, have created a robust educational 
environment. With this rich history and #uid foundation, current 

students, though invited to invent their 
futures, have a legacy to live up to.

FIGURE 2.4

Dawn Kramer, SIM faculty, facilitates 

a class critique of student work
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Olga Gerasymiv performing.
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IN ACTION TODAY
SIM



24 25
Revisiting the Sandbox SIM In Action Today

A SIM UNDERGRADUATE MAJOR at MassArt is required 
to take 120 credits to graduate with a BFA. In addition to 
their SIM Major requirements (6 credits every semester), 
SIM majors are required to take a variety of Art History, 
Liberal Arts, and college-wide studio and academic electives 
to complete their degree. On average, students take 5 classes 
each semester and can complete their BFA degree in 4 years.

During a semester, three of the required six 
credits are earned by taking the SIM Major 
Studio class, where all SIM majors—sophomores, 
juniors and seniors—come together and self-
produce a weekly event of individual or team 
project presentations, experimentation, and 
critique. Each of these class meetings begins 
with announcements and department business, 
after which the presentations begin. At least four 
of the SIM faculty and both studio managers 
are present for this class. All the students who 
present artwork during this class, as well as the 
students who have organized the day, engage 
in a critique discussion of their ideas as well as 
requisite craft. These Thursday afternoons are 
at times rambling and unfocused while at other 
times professionally produced and profoundly 
provocative. They are always dense, containing 

many opportunities for students to take responsibility for their next 
moves. The Major Studio class is a required course that meets weekly 
for !ve hours during both the fall and spring semesters. Six semesters 
of SIM Major Studio are required for all SIM majors to graduate. 

To give some idea of the variety of the artwork shown in this 
Major Studio class, here is the program for a recent Big Group:  two 
junior majors produced the day by coordinating communication 
with all the artists involved, signing out technical equipment, setting 
up audiovisual systems for the presentations and taking care of all 
the other necessary logistics. The !rst presentation was a solo piano 
medley performed by a junior that is part of a larger musical he is 
working on. This was followed by a presentation of another junior’s 

FIGURE 3.1 

Retiring Studio 

Manager, Bruce 

Bowen, enjoying 

applause at his 

send-off event.
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sketchbooks. Next, a sophomore played guitar and sang an original 
song. Next, a hanging sculpture was shown that explored ideas 
from science, ritual and performance. The !fth presentation was a 
senior/junior duet performing a live musical piece along with video 
projections. Finally, a senior did a performance with live painting. 
All of these presentations were followed by a lengthy critique for the 
day’s producers about the subtleties of production—timing, technical 
sophistication, lighting, etc. The “audience” is encouraged to see 
themselves as active participants in a dynamic day of generosity and 
inquiry. They are asked to re"ect on previous work by the presenters, 
pay attention to detail, and share their considered observations. 

In the “Major Studio” class, the SIM curriculum transforms 
along with the student body. The content of each class depends on 
the presentations of a particular day. Often a critical mass of interest 
accrues on a particular topic and a signi!cant amount of class time 
might be spent on that. For example, someone may present a tutorial 
on running the sound system or, perhaps, discuss the politics of food). 

In addition to the “Major Studio” class, each semester SIM 
majors also take elective studio courses in a wide variety of 
media and content that is particular to their personal academic 
focus. These electives vary from semester to semester, but usually 

FIGURE 3.2 

Benjamin Brown 

performing on 

cello with project-

ed scrolling text.
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cover topics such as movement and choreography, electronics, 
audio and moving image digital editing, sound art, performance 
practice, stagecraft, lighting, and organizational skills. From 
time to time the students are polled on which classes they’d like 
to see made available. Often students will lobby for a particular 
skill-set to be taught. In any given graduating class, SIM may 
have a major whose transcript re"ects the work of an artist who 
has focused on computer animation and sound design, while 
another might re"ect a poet and spoken word performer. Electives 
are taught by faculty with scholarship in a variety of disciplines 
ranging from modern dance to robotics. It is this wide variety of 
experience and the uniqueness of the individual that makes the 
SIM program so vitally successful and so challenging to manage.

  

Within the academic structure required of all MassArt students, 
the SIM department attempts to create somewhat of a rogue state 
within the organizational limitations of the college environment. 
We follow the rules but protect as much individual initiative as 
possible—at times with inconvenient results. Many, many times it 
is these results that are at the heart of the innovation, adaptability, 
and civic engagement exhibited by our most successful students. 

FIGURE 3.3 

SIM Circus 

produced by 

Mariela Cerda 

and performed 

by SIM students.
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Danielle Freiman, assemblage of 

scents attached to memories.
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ENTREPRENEURSHIP
INNOVATION AND
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INNOVATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP is a way of life in 
SIM. The personal computer, video technology, sound art, Internet 
art, animation, robotics, and the interconnection of science and art 
have all been introduced to the college by SIM students and faculty. 
For example, Animation and Video, sparked within SIM, have grown 
and spun off into two independent departments. SIM is a place where 
students who are working in frontier technologies congregate.

SIM students are also extremely proactive in !nding real world 
applications for their interests and skills. They trail-blaze internships 
at theater companies and tattoo shops in and around Boston. 
They start recycling programs within the college, organize skill-
shares and punk rock "ea markets. Two notable student-launched 
initiatives are the Eventworks experimental arts festival and the 
department’s own Godine Family Gallery  (GFG) exhibition space. 

Eventworks was launched in 1977 by a group of SIM 
students. It continues to be run annually by students who 
produce events throughout the year culminating in an annual 
month-long festival of multimedia and performing arts. 

FIGURE 4.1 

SIM students in video conference with Derek while he spends a semester abroad at the Gerrit Rietveld  

Academy in Amsterdam
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SIM students run and control all aspects of the 
production—artistic programming, logistics, directing the 
technical operations, fundraising, budgets, and publicity. 

 
Maya Hayuk (Hayuk, 2011), SIM Alumna ’92, re"ects:

Co-producing Eventworks was one of the most important 
parts of my education because it taught me to be resourceful 
in my community and it helped me realize that part of my 
responsibility in life is to help open up other peoples’ worlds…. 
SIM helped me believe in the art practice that I have forged 
on with for the last 20 years which involves constant inquiry, 
never settling and deep and dear pleasure and ful!llment.”

 
In the 33 years since, Eventworks has presented over three 
hundred artists and groups working in music, installation, !lm, 
video, performance, dance, sound, spoken word, and more.

 Eventworks produces events 
in spaces and places within 
the MassArt campus as well 
as in theaters, galleries, and 
cultural centers throughout 
the metro-Boston area. Each 
year the festival re"ects the 
themes and personalities that 
emerge from the production 
team and is always new. The 
students learn from hands-on 
experience how to manage all 
aspects of these productions.

Much like Eventworks, The Godine Family Gallery serves as an 
educational tool for SIM students who are interested in curatorial 
work and event production. Since its inception, the gallery has 
been entirely student-run. The GFG exhibits student, faculty and 
staff work as well as many visiting artists. As one of the many busy 
gallery spaces on the college campus, the gallery managers must 

FIGURE 4.2 

Maya Hayuk, “The 

Egg“, Mural at the 

MU Art Center, 

Eindhoven, The 

Netherlands, 2010
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learn to work within a bureaucracy, to delegate tasks, to write 
critical essays about each show, master exhibition standards, and 
produce a professional catalog at the end of the academic year. 

Lina Maria Giraldo (Giraldo, 2011), the !rst GFG manager 
in 2005, is now a media artist and interaction designer 
based in New York City. After graduating from SIM, she 
earned a Masters degree in Interactive Communications 
from New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts ITP 
program. She is the recipient of many awards and honors. 

She has this to say about her gallery management experience:

“This experience taught me how to attend to the process, 
rather than the result. I also improved my communication skills 
and my ability to create bridges between the community and 
artists. As a media artist and interaction designer, I constantly 
rely on these elements both professionally and personally. 
With all the new technologies and resources emerging daily, I 
need to understand and be able to adapt to my surroundings. 
I also need to be very sensitive to the users’ needs. This 
is only possible if I understand the process clearly.”

In addition to hands-on skills acquisition and resume references, 
both the Eventworks production team members and the GFG 

FIGURE 4.3 

“Fractal World” 

by Lina Marie 

Giraldo, 2009
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managers receive academic credit for their work. In addition to 
running hundreds of their own events each year, SIM students 
also have the chance to be on the technical support teams that are 
hired to handle the many events that occur in a 300-seat "exible-
use performance space on campus. This space is SIM’s home base 
and main classroom while also a desired rental by many groups 
on and off campus. Students have to learn to balance their own 
needs/desires with those of “outsiders” who also use the same 
space. Their maturity, diplomacy and communication skills are 
tested repeatedly throughout their 3 years in the program. 

Another example of SIM students’ innovative spirit and ability to 
solve problems is the story of the SIM website. In 2001, there was 
much desire by students and faculty to improve on the paper mailing 

list that had been used as a fundamental tool in maintaining the 
SIM community. This list was used to invite SIM majors to parties, 
contact collaborators, and feed mail art projects. In order to create 
a department website, SIM faculty member, Dana Moser, installed 
a GNU/Linux operating system and free webserver software on a 
computer. His efforts were quickly joined by students, August Kaiser 
and Matt Moore, who had many ideas about how to make the 
website !t the department’s needs. Acknowledging both their skills 

FIGURE 4.4 

The contact 

information page 

of the SIM website 

designed by Matt 

Moore and August 

Kaiser.
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and their ambitions for the server, Moser quickly just gave them the 
root password on the system so they could do the development on 
their own. Eventually they developed and re!ned an entire content 
management system (thousands of lines of code) custom designed 
for the department that is still in use today. This website serves 
as a database of student work, a bulletin board of time-critical 
announcements, a discussion forum for student concerns, ideas, 
and opportunities, a calendar of events and space use, a private face 
book, a gallery, and !nally an up-to-date informational brochure 
about the department. It continues to evolve and has become a 
model for other department-based social websites at MassArt. 

SIM also inspires innovation and entrepreneurship within 
many of our elective courses and visiting artist talks. The courses, 
“Event Planning and Production”, “Art, Life and Money” and 
“Electronic Projects” are a few recent course offerings where these 
skills are explicitly addressed. Students are asked to be inventive, 
to visually model their ideas, to demonstrate proactive behavior, 
and to practice self-promotion. In experimental choreographer 
Dawn Kramer’s “On the Spot” course, students learn to apply 
improvisation techniques to everything from spoken word to 
dance. Additionally, SIM frequently invites guests who are at the 
cutting edge of their !elds, have invented new inter-disciplines, 
and have the ability to make their innovative ideas known to a 
large audience. Amidst all this activity, there is a general sense in 
the department that the expectations are high for each student 
to chart their own path in an authoritative, personalized way.

FIGURE 4.5 

Eventworks 

production team 

2010-2011
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MASSACHUSETTS COLLEGE OF ART AND DESIGN is the 
nation’s !rst and only freestanding public art school, established in 
1873. Because of its close ties with the Commonwealth, MassArt 
has always had a deeply civic calling. The college’s mission statement 
states that the school’s priorities are based on a set of shared values, 
one of which is “We aspire to an ideal of service to the wider 
community and of advocacy for the value of the arts (Trustees of 
the Massachusetts College of Art and Design, 2011).”  MassArt 
students have long echoed this sense of civic duty expressed at the 
very foundation of MassArt as an organization. When many schools 
in the Boston area shut down during the heat of the Vietnam War 
student opposition, MassArt students set up a large silk-screened 
poster facility that worked from dawn to dusk. In particular, SIM 
students have often been at the forefront of political activism on 
and off the MassArt campus. They populate the school’s student 
government association, are chosen as student trustees, and 
have been on the hot seat for various highly visible acts of civil 
disobedience. SIM Students have organized art/service auctions and 
events to bene!t earthquake and "ood victims in Haiti, Chile, New 
Orleans, and Japan. They have volunteered as tutors and mentors 
in public schools, helped with educational programs at the MFA, 
Boston Cyberarts Festival, 826 Boston and many other organizations 
in and around the city. SIM students have a deep understanding 
of the power of governance, collaboration and public service. 

San Shoppell, SIM Alum ‘84:

“While in SIM, I developed a sense of belonging to a 
community, which required commitment. I learned a life 
long lesson of responsibility and the need to be involved, 
be active and contribute to the community you live in.” 

Another example of SIM students intertwining art practice with 
political action is the Portable Utopia project initiated by 2010 
graduate, Kevin Clancy. After winning a travel scholarship, Clancy 
traveled to South Africa and created a mobile resource library and 
expandable social space in partnership with the Keleketla! Library in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. The mobile unit circulated through the 
city and surrounding townships and provided a transient platform 
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for learning, sharing and creating. The mobile unit contains a library 
of books, a computer, "at !les for prints and works on paper, a 
micro-museum, a collapsible stage for lectures and performances, 
and an in"atable geodesic dome used for group meetings. In Clancy’s 
words, “Portable Utopia is an open platform that will adapt to 
the energy and desires of the community (Clancy, 2011, ¶ 3) .”

The SIM community is strong and sometimes accused of being 
cult-like and exclusive. Though a bit self-protective in its public 
perception, SIM has an open door to anyone interested in joining, 
visiting, or using our facilities. A few years ago, a handful of SIM 
majors volunteered to produce a show exclusively for freshman 
students (who are faced with choosing a major at the beginning 
of their second semester at the college) in order to acquaint them 
with the diversity of ideas and media that are SIM. This event has 
now been repeated several times. SIM students have also begun to 
organize on-campus meetings to discuss everything from national 
and international events (such as the revolutionary movement in 
the Middle East and North Africa) or to simply make artwork 
together at the same time and in the same place. Another student 
initiative was the decision that incoming SIM majors needed a bit 
more support to settle into the department once they arrived. We 
now start the year with a “SIM buddy” system so that each new 
student has a name to call when they are feeling overwhelmed by 

FIGURE 5.1 
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what can appear to be a chaotic and confusing world full of choices 
without much direction. In SIM, there is a belief that this confusion 
is educational and a great opportunity to trigger collaborative 
practice early on. Collaboration is an antidote to confusion.

Matt Moore, SIM Alum ’04:

“A little knowledge 
and a lot of people can 
create more than a lot of 
knowledge and one person.”

FIGURE 5.2 

Matt Moore (Interactive Director) 

and Dave Schlafman (Executive 

Producer), both SIM Alums 2004, 

in LA as nominees for a Daytime 

Emmy Awards for their work on 

PBS’ Fizzy’s  Lunch Lab, 2011
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Sound performance by 

Harlan Simmons.
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HOW DO WE KNOW that a Studio for Interrelated Media 
education works? To be responsible to its students, MassArt, just 
like any other organization, needs to show evidence of success. As 
suggested earlier, standardized tests won’t do it. We should depend 
on other forms of assessment that are neither immediately available 
nor in multiple-choice form—it is the lives of our alumni. The best 
way to get a sense of SIM’s impact is to hear from alumni. Their 
success is operationalized in the world and exceeds disciplinary 
boundaries. Sensible assessment needs to take on another shape, 
a longer-range view with questions that transcend speci!c skill-
sets. We invited alumni from our Facebook and Yahoo online 

communities to comment on 
their SIM experience and how 
it has in"uenced their ability to 
adapt, innovate and succeed. 
We include a few of their 
stories and thoughts here.

After Matt Moore (Moore, 
2011),’04, launched the SIM 
website while still a student, 
he went on to become an 
award-winning designer 
and interactive engineer 
specializing in connected 
and new media for children. 

Matt has worked as a senior designer at the Disney Online Studios 
where he was a recipient of the Disney Inventor Award. Matt is 
currently the Web Director of the PBS Kids’ Fizzy’s Lunch Lab. 

Moore writes:

“Prior to SIM, not once did a teacher hand me the 
keys to my own education. SIM has been the sole place 
in my formal education where I felt creatively, socially 
and intellectually empowered. When you are producing 
a SIM group, there is a responsibility to provide a space 
for other students. There’s an unspoken social contract to 
not fail your peers or do a disservice to their art. It is the 
component of self-selecting, student-driven production 

FIGURE 6.1 

A impromptu 

SIM group hug.
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which creates an environment where students depend 
upon each other—whether they want to or not. This 
mutual respect is the heart of the SIM program.” 

Fish McGill (McGill, 2011), also ’04, has received commissions 
to create drawings and design projects for Harmonix 
Music Systems, MTV, ICA Boston, Nike, MassArt, 
iTunes, MIT, Deitch Projects, IdN, Adobe and more. 
Fish has been an artist-in-residence at MassArt and at 
Montserrat College in Maine to work on an ongoing 
drawing project called “Robot GUTS” with students.

McGill writes:

“The concept of producing each week is 
held with the same regard and reverence as 
the artwork being shown. Producing is an art 
in itself that requires juggling personalities, 
content, promotion, "ow, experimentation 
and critique. It prepared me for a lot of the 
soft skills that are so important in getting 
your foot in the door after graduation.”

Monika Pizzichemi, a 1991 alumna, was a double 
major in SIM and Photography. After a move to 
western Massachusetts, she has held several positions 
as a gallery owner and manager, art teacher, and 
director of the North St. Arts Collaborative in 
Pitts!eld, MA. Her gallery, Empty Set Projects 
(Pizzichemi, 2011) was launched in 2001. She works 
in photography, performance, and 3-D assemblage. 

Pizzichemi writes:

“I think what SIM gave to me the most was a sense 
that if you can think it, you can do it. The professors rarely 
said “no” to any ideas that were presented, no matter how 
whacky, or even dangerous. In retrospect this was the best 
gift they could have given; we could make real mistakes 
and have real successes, too. This helped me to cultivate 
that impromptu “can do” attitude that is so necessary in 

FIGURE 6.2 
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artistic endeavors that allows you to make 
something from nothing.’ This lesson I 
use every day as a gallery director, studio/
performance space owner and teacher.”

Tucker Stilley (Stilley, 2011) graduated 
from SIM in 1986. After moving to LA in 
the early 90’s, Tucker enjoyed a professional 
career in the movie business as a musician 
and sound engineer. In 2004, Tucker was 
diagnosed with ALS or Lou Gehrig’s disease; 
a degenerative condition that leads to paralysis 
and frequently claims the patient’s life. Since 
his diagnosis, Tucker has lost the use of his 
limbs as well as his voice, and now uses a 
re"ective bindi-dot on his forehead to control 
a complex system of computer technology and 
accessibility tools. A collaborative team made 
up of Tucker, friends and family, doctors and 
engineers have designed this original system. 
Tucker references his SIM education when 
he describes how he approaches his current 

situation. His determination to create has turned accessibility, 
innovation and empowerment into an art form. Tucker is able to 
create signi!cant art at an amazing rate. He writes comics, sells his 
original and complex digital prints, makes music, and edits video.

You can see the lived results of the SIM impact on its graduates by 
taking a look at the staggering variety of their accomplishments over 
time. SIM alumni have started companies, schools, consulting !rms, 
galleries, and coffee shops, not to mention hundreds of independent 
music bands at varying levels of success. They have gone on to 
become master chefs and massage therapists. They have become 
Broadway and off-Broadway lighting designers. David Armstrong, a 
1973 alumnus, a member of SIM’s very !rst class, is now the Director 
of Information Technology Services for Colorado College and has 
recently published a book of his photo collages. Ron Wallace, 1977, 
who is now a senior software architect at a leading international 
media software corporation, was hanging lights, tinkering with 
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synthesizers, writing plays, and performing solo performance art 
while a student in SIM. After Joel Rubin, also a 1977 graduate, 
earned a PhD from Harvard, he became the director of the New 
England Aquarium’s Education Department and is now a high school 
science teacher. San Shoppell (Hill, 2009), a 1984 alumna, led her 
chef school team to win the American Culinary Federations Student 
National Competition while also maintaining an active visual arts 
career. Gail Wight, 1988, now a tenured Associate Professor at 
Stanford University, started a multimedia arts program at Mills 
College partially modeled after the SIM program. Kate Redmond, 
1989, after years of teching Oscar parties, cruise ship entertainment, 
and rock shows, is now concert production and facility manager at 
University of Denver. Maya Hayuk, 1991, became an Absolut Vodka 
ad campaign art star with her street art painting in NYC. Rich 
Streitmatter-Tran 1998, now based in Vietnam, is a media artist, 
teacher and leader in the contemporary art and design culture of 
Southeast Asia. While still a SIM 
student, Heidi Kayser, 1999, 
started her own award-winning 
gallery, Axiom Center for New 
and Experimental Media, and 
is now assistant director of 
the Boston Cyberarts Festival. 
This is a partial list (Studio for 
Interrelated Media, 2001).  

FIGURE 6.4 
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Tucker Stilley’s 

comic “The Per-

manent Record 

of New Jack 

Rasputin”, 2009



48 49
Revisiting the Sandbox Let’s Do It Again

Erik Bornemann painting live 

at the SIM Big Show 2010.
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In preparation for this article, we sent a recent SIM graduate 
on a reconnaissance mission to !nd other intermedia !ne art post-
secondary programs that are SIM-like in attitude, structure and 
result. He visited many colleges and universities on the east and 
west coast discovering that, at !rst glance, a few seemed to have 
departments similar to SIM. These excellent programs nurture 
interdisciplinary practice, embrace innovation and new technologies, 
and practice collaborative production. However, upon further 
study the similarity broke down. We couldn’t !nd a program that 
includes all the elements of SIM: student initiated event production, 
community-building practice embedded in the curriculum, many 
opportunities for failure, and an emphasis on the process rather 
than the product. Additionally, the weekly SIM major studio course 
structure is unusual. Finally, the amount of power and shared 
responsibility SIM artists have over their program is remarkable. 

SIM’s home within a visual arts and design college, and its focus 
on students’ individualized creative paths, protects its students 
from the pressures of having to solve the world’s problems, making 
anything of obvious value, or from public opinion. There is a 
freedom in making non-commercial, individually motivated art that 
is unparalleled in any other human activity. The process of making 

FIGURE 7.1 

Nita Sturiale, SIM 

faculty, giving 
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to SIM Seniors, 

Fall 2010
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art is inventive by de!nition (Hetland et al., 
2007). Students are not given a problem to solve 
or a topic to consider, nor is there an expected 
outcome in content or form. It is wide open, 
spontaneous, and holistic. This freedom of 
the mind has far-reaching implications. If we 
could protect this level of free thought among 
young artists along with direct access to hi-tech 
resources, scientists, scholars, and materials, 
what would happen? Ideal 21st century 
artists are those that can assert themselves 
into contemporary life, invent solutions, and 
maintain the necessary bravery to pursue 
their individual hunches, dreams, and talents. 
And for employers with vision, these artists 
are also the most employable job seekers.

The Studio for Interrelated Media is notably 
unique. We believe using SIM as a model for 
developing new programs of study in higher 
education will invigorate efforts to make real 
change in education.  These programs will 
be able to educate individuals, who are ready 
to take on the future. Our research is incomplete, and we invite 
readers to recommend other similar programs so that we may share 
strategies, strengthen the public perception of such programs, and 
evangelize these ideas to students across the nation. We want to see 
more SIM-like ideas propagating through the academic info sphere. 

In 2011, Christian Marclay (SIM, 1980) received the Gold 
Lion Award at the Venice Biennale for his installation “The 
Clock.”  Marclay’s video installation has been called “an 
abundant, magni!cent work” (The Financial Times), “relentless 
and compelling” (The Guardian), and “utterly trans!xing” (The 
Huf!ngton Post). Upon this exciting news, Kay Sloan, MassArt’s 
President at the time, wrote to the MassArt community, “A graduate 
of our SIM Department, Marclay’s work is a testament to the 
interdisciplinary approach to art and design that is a hallmark 

FIGURE 7.2 
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James, 2005.
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of Massachusetts College of Art and Design.”  In the late 70’s, 
Marclay found SIM as a refuge in order to pursue his innovative 
ideas. In 2011, this refuge is a thriving laboratory for each new 
generation of students that !nd their way to SIM’s Pozen Center 
for Interrelated Media (SIM’s main studio, classroom, meeting, and 
performance space) in the North Building on the MassArt campus.

The disconnection between what/how we teach and societal 
need is having a profound effect on our socio-economic health 
(Olson, 2006).  I believe the place to start reworking our education 
system, while also increasing its accessibility, is in the hands of each 
individual student gently facilitated by adult mentors. Carved over 
the west portal of MassArt’s original Longwood building in Boston’s 
Longwood Medical area is a statement by Ralph Waldo Emerson: 
“Every work of art has as much reason for being as the Moon and 
the Sun.” Every student deserves a chance at fully becoming. Societies 
that nurture and sustain creativity of this kind are more likely to 
thrive in the long run (Gardner, 2007). Give individuals time and 
materials and they will invent, draw, construct, perform, debate, 
organize and model their responses to the challenges we face. 

In discovering their own path, these students will shape the future. 
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SIM CAST OF CHARACTERS

Faculty - past and present
 
 Harris Barron, Professor Emeritus (1969-1988)
 Lowry Burgess, Professor (1987-1989)
 Donald Burgy, Professor Emeritus (1974-2001)
 Leila Daw, Professor Emeritus (1990-2001)
 Kianga Ford, Assistant Professor (2006-2009)
 John Holland, Professor Emeritus (1980-2010)

 Elaine Buckholtz, Professor (2010-present)
 Dawn Kramer, Professor (1976 – present) 
 Dana Moser, Professor (1986 - present) 
 Nita Sturiale, Professor and Chair (2001 - present)

SIM Studio Management 

 Max Azanow  (2010 - present)
 Bruce Robert Bowen (1978 - 2010)
 Richard Collier (1974 – 1978)
 Eric Freeman (2005 - present)
 Joe Upham (1970- 1974)
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