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and colors it with gouache, typically im-
mersing a sheet in a bath until it turns the 
desired hue. Krasny Brown also makes her 
own paper, and this fall is part of a show, 
The Art of Handmade Paper, at the Featherstone 
Center for the Arts on Martha’s Vineyard, 
where she and Marc have long had a home.

The notion of “making art in an informal 
way” appeals to her, and she has always 
drawn inspiration from American folk art, 
which is often anonymous. Nineteenth-
century piecework quilts, for example, 
gave her the idea of executing similar de-
signs two-dimensionally in paper. In 2009 
she had a solo invitational exhibit at the 
American Primitive Gallery in Manhattan, 
which specializes in folk and “outsider” art 
(works created outside the “official” art 
culture). “I’ve been begging to be consid-
ered an outsider because I’m self-taught, 
and I love a lot of the outsider work—it’s 
less self-conscious,” she says. “But the gal-
lery owner at American Primitive says I’m 
not an outsider, because I know too much!”

She enjoys simplicity and repetition 
with variations. A pianist who attended 
the High School of Music and Art in New 
York City and remains a student of clas-
sical piano, Krasny Brown says she takes 
“clues from composers like Bach and 
Beethoven—the way they do variations 
on a theme. The simplest melodies can 
be modified over and over again, and the 
piece as a whole be-
comes greater than the 
sum of its repetitions. 
I find that brilliant, 
and try to bring some 
of that sense of subtle 
and worthy variations to my art, work-
ing with simple shapes: the circle, square, 
cube, sphere, triangle, cone, pyramid. Why 
not notice those small changes?”

Krasny Brown studied child psychol-
ogy at Cornell and then earned a master’s 
degree in educational psychology at Co-
lumbia. She worked as an educational toy 
consultant to FAO Schwarz and had a con-
sumer-research job for children’s goods in 
New York. But there, the goal was always 
getting the child “to ask Mom to buy this,” 
she says. “I felt that this was going to rub 
me the wrong way ethically.”

After decamping for the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education, she joined 
the staff of Project Zero, the research 
group on learning and creativity, and 
co-directed a grant with Hobbs profes-

each life, obviously, con-
fronts an ultimate exit. But 
there are plenty of lesser 
exits—departures, if you 
will—along the way. In her 
new book, Exit:  The Endings 

That Set Us Free (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, $26), Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot, Fisher pro-
fessor of education, deploys her skills as sociologist and storyteller to probe these 
transitions. From the introduction:

I have always been fascinated by exits, 
endings, leave-takings—by the ways in 
which we say goodbye to one another, 
to the lives we’ve led, to the families 
we’ve been part of, to the children we’ve 
nurtured, to the organizations we’ve 
worked for, to the communities where 
we’ve belonged, to the identities that 
have defined us, to the roles that have 
given us purpose and status. My curiosity 
includes exits big and small, those good-
byes that are embroidered into the hab-
its of our everyday encounters as well 
as those that are forever memorable 
and rock our worlds. Those that go un-
noticed and underappreciated and those 
that are accompanied by elaborate ritu-
als and splendid ceremony. I have been 
just as intrigued by the ordinary exits 
that punctuate our days—goodbyes at 
the door as our children leave for school 
each morning…, hugs at the airport as 
we leave to go on a trip, farewells to 
our students at the end of the school 
term—as I am about the leave-takings 
that become the major markers of our 
lives: the rupture of a long friendship; the 
dissolution of a marriage; the death of a 
parent; the departure of our children for 
college; the decision to leave a lifelong 
career; the abrupt firing of a veteran  
employee; the exits from the “closet,” 

the priesthood, our countries of origin.
I think there must be some relation-

ship between our developing the habit of 
small goodbyes and our ability to master 
and mark the larger farewells, a connec-
tion between the micro and the macro 
that somehow makes the latter smooth-
er and more bearable because one has 
successfully accomplished the former. I 
certainly believe that the art of attending 
to, practicing, ritualizing, and developing a 
language for leave-taking in the most or-
dinary moments and settings augurs well 
for taking on the more extraordinary ex-
its that life is sure to serve up.

…I am particularly curious about how 
people revisit and reconstruct their mo-
ments of decisionmaking, the setting in 
which they make the decision to move 
on or have the epiphany that something 
is over and done. What actually hap-
pens—in the noise and the silences—
that provokes the moment? What are 
the events that anticipate the climax and 
precipitate the exit? How is the decision 
communicated and to whom? What is 
the tone and texture of the encounter? 
Is there anger, sadness, relief, or resolu-
tion in the aftermath; ambivalence or clo-
sure; feelings of loss or liberation? Whom 
do people turn to for support, reassur-
ance, and validation?

o p e n  b o o k

O v e r  a n d  D o n e

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  M i k e y  B u r t o n

Visit harvardmag.com/
extras to view  
a photo gallery of  
Krasny Brown’s work.
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