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Considering the great scientists of our time, it’s easy to pigeonhole practicing scientists as straight-
edged workaholics who have no concept of creativity. Nikola Tesla, for instance, chose to remain celibate 
his entire life, believing that any break from chastity would cause his life’s work to suffer. Indeed, scientific 
work requires one to have such an analytical mind that it’s easy to see why scientists might have difficulty 
tapping into the creative half of their brains – or even making time for a life outside of the lab. Recently, 
though, I’ve discovered that a vast number of female scientists exist who are not only creative, but can 
thrive outside of the black-and-white world of protocols – and lead lives as artists. This series will 
showcase these spectacular women, who have shown that it’s not only possible to pursue artistic passions 
while remaining a force to be reckoned with in the lab, but also how science and art can enrich each other 
more than one might think.  

Virginia Pedicord, a postdoctoral researcher in immunology at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer 
Center in New York, has pursued another discipline in her life – modern dance. Virginia admits she has 
always loved science – collecting bugs and other things as a child. “I’ve had a lab since I was five,” she 
jokes. “My parents built me a laboratory behind the garage so I would stop bringing things into the house.” 
Virginia began dancing at age 16, rather late for a dancer according to her, but being naturally athletic, she 
had a talent for it, and was cast in her high school musical with no prior stage experience. “The 
choreographer told me I have a natural aptitude, and I started taking ballet classes after that,” she 
remembers. Originally planning to go to medical school, Virginia decided she would rather get her Ph.D. 
and chose to study biology in college, yet she continued to dance throughout her undergraduate career. 
After graduation, she decided to take some time off before applying to graduate programs, feeling that she 
would burn out if continuing on to grad school immediately. Moving to New York to work as a professional 
dancer, Virginia danced first for Carol Fonda’s reparatory company, and then for choreographer Lacy James. 
Virginia ended up dancing with Lacy’s company for over three years, while bartending and teaching 
gyrotonic on the side (to supplement her meager dancer’s income). About two and a half years into her time 
with Lacy’s company, she felt it was time to go back to grad school. “As much as I loved the other people 
that I danced with, in terms of intellectual stimulation, there’s not a lot of people you can talk with in the 
dance world,” she recalls, “and I missed it. So I decided to buckle down and take my GRE and go to grad 
school.” 

During the application process, Virginia knew she had to prepare to answer questions from 
interviewers about her time off from science. “They’re going to wonder what I’ve been doing for the past 
five years, and I have to be honest and say I haven’t been doing anything related to science,” she decided. 
Virginia recalls that some interviewers saw her departure from science as a deficit or lack of commitment, 
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yet she remembers others who were curious and even supportive of her time away from the lab. Kathryn 
Calame, a professor at Columbia University, said to her, “If anything prepares you for science, it’s being an 
artist, and being self-disciplined, and driven, for very little money. These are things that are going to help 
you as a scientist. If you can get yourself out of bed, and get to rehearsal every day for five dollars an hour, 
then you can get yourself out of bed, and get to the lab, for the amount of money you’re going to be making 
as a grad student.”  

After enrolling at Weill-Cornell, Virginia stopped dancing entirely while she completed her Ph.D., 
feeling a strong internal pressure to focus solely on school and to complete her degree quickly. “In 
retrospect, I can say it would have been a better experience if I had taken dance class and it wouldn’t have 
detracted from my work,” she muses. “I wouldn’t have been so stressed out all the time and I would have 
been more efficient. But at the time I told myself that I couldn’t do both.” Now, as a postdoctoral 
researcher, Virginia has struck a satisfying balance between science and dance. “After pushing myself so 
hard as a grad student for so long, it really burned me out on science a little bit, and I went back to dance, 
and now I’m finally at a point where I’ve gotten perspective on both and I appreciate both,” she says. While 
she devotes the main percentage of her time to science, she enjoys dancing on the side. “When I was 
dancing full-time, performing was never the part of it that I really loved, it was actually the process,” she 
explains. “Being on stage and performing was never my favorite part. Other dancers in the company, that 
was what they lived for… but to me, it was anticlimactic - and that was a huge clue to me that this wasn’t 
what I wanted to be doing full-time. Now, it’s perfectly ok for me to just take classes, and it’s just as 
rewarding as dancing and performing with a company.” 

Virginia feels that having dance in her life balances her – and gives her perspective on her work. “I 
am not one of the people who believes that to be a good scientist you have to have nothing else in your 
life,” she says. “I still spend a lot of hours in the lab, but the fact that I have another outlet actually allows 
me to work harder because I have these breaks of things that are very different.” As opposed to many 
scientists who live and breathe their experiments, Virginia feels that having breaks from the lab keeps her 
motivated. “Sometimes you get so bogged down in what you’re doing that you forget why it is that you 
wanted to do this in the first place – what it is that excites you about science to begin with. It’s nice to step 
out of it for a minute and see it from the outside – to reinvigorate your motivation.”  

Being an artist can provide a sense of balance in other respects as well, Virginia says. “It’s nice to 
push yourself in another way, and it’s a really good balance to science, because science is so much about 
delayed gratification,” she explains. “If you only have delayed gratification, you feel frustrated all the time, 
and there’s no outlet for that frustration. [In science] we’re always doing stuff that you might not see any 
end result of for 2 – 3 years, if at all. When you have a mode of expression, you have both an outlet and a 
means of getting that instant gratification that you don’t get from that other 50 hours a week that you’re 
working.”  

Art, and especially performance, can even benefit a scientist’s work, according to Virginia, by 
mitigating any fears one might have of public speaking or communicating ideas to strangers. “I’ve been on 
the stage in very little clothing before, so I’m not shy about getting up and talking about my data in front of 



Lauren B. Lipuma      

 

3 

people,” she explains. Adding an element of creativity can also change your approach to research, Virginia 
says. “The people that I know in science who are artists as well, we have a different way of looking at 
problems, because there’s the creative side of things – an aspect where you don’t necessarily feel the need 
to follow every protocol you see. You think, ‘what are some things that no one has done yet?’ And I think 
it’s because you kind of have that same approach to your art… you don’t want to be just performing the 
same movements a million times, you want to think of the next thing – ‘what’s an angle that no one has 
approached before?’”  

At the end of the day, Virginia is truly grateful to have both science and art in her life. “If I’ve had a 
really hard day, I’m just going to go take [a dance] class, and I’m really tired and sore and sweaty 
afterwards, but I’m going to feel good about it, and it’s a good way of taking yourself out of work and 
reminding yourself that there are other things in life,” she believes. “It’s so easy when you’re really busy to 
get so entrenched in science, to feel like everything lives or dies on whether or not this experiment works. 
Artistic outlets remind you that there is so much more in your life, and if this experiment doesn’t work, it 
will be fine. You’ll just move forward and do something different.”  

If only she could have convinced Tesla.  

 

 

 


