
 

 

The newest celebrity in town is not someone you’ll ever bump into at Shopper’s Corner or Zoccoli’s or 
a hot yoga class after work. And that’s too bad, because, though she technically won’t “move in” until 
Friday, she already ranks at the top of Santa Cruz’s list of Most Interesting People. 

She is Nora X. Crux, explorer, scientist, adventurer, truth seeker and tireless pursuer of the mysteries 
of the human heart. She won’t be hanging around town much because a) that’s obviously not in her 
job description and, most crucially, b) she’s imaginary. 



Nora is, in fact, the guiding spirit behind the Chamber of 
Heart and Mystery, a gorgeous new space at the Museum 
of Art & History which is designed with one purpose in 
mind: to ignite the imaginations of young writers. 

The Chamber is ready for its unveiling as part of 
downtown Santa Cruz’s First Friday celebration. It is the 
product of the Santa Cruz-based Young Writers Program 
and will serve as a portal to the Word Lab, an after-school 
program for teens and pre-teens interested in writing, 
opening in October. 

The Chamber itself is a 350-square-foot gallery on the 
first floor of the MAH converted into what Young Writers 
Program director Julia Chiapella calls an “imaginarium.” 
In fact, it is the study of our mythological heroine Nora 
Crux, a cozy room that evokes a kind of Edwardian-era 
closet of antique technology. “Think Jules Verne meets 
Lemony Snicket,” said Chiapella. 

Prominent on one wall of the Chamber is a large woodcut of a heart – not a valentine, mind you, but 
an anatomically accurate representation of the human heart. The heart is both a symbol of the 
psycho-emotional preoccupations of our absent hostess (“We are in her study,” Chiapella said of 
Nora, “while she is away on one of her expeditions, exploring the mysteries of the human heart.”) 
and the jumping off point for would-be writers to release their imaginations. The heart, as we 
learned in biology class, has four chambers, and the Chamber has four writing prompts for visitors: 
What Makes Your Heart Roar? Fly? Sink? Tremble? 

The Chamber was inspired by the now famous storefront writing program known as 826 Valencia, 
founded by novelist Dave Eggers and teacher Ninive Calegari, both of whom have supported the 
Young Writers Program in Santa Cruz. That program is known for its cheeky Pirate Supply Store 
open to the public in San Francisco’s Mission District. The store was developed only as a legal means 
to allow the program to operate in a space zoned for retail, but it has become a kind of educational 
device, a portal that gets the imagination running so the kids can get to writing. The Chamber works 
on the same principle. Kids can get their creativity engaged hanging out in Nora’s study before they 
go into the adjacent Word Lab to work with credentialed teachers and volunteer writers on their own 
writing. 

The conception of the Chamber dates back more than a year when Santa Cruz children’s book author 
David Zeltser approached Chiapella offering to help establish a 826 Valencia-like space in Santa 
Cruz. “We really want to be like 826,” said Zeltser, the author of the picture book “Ninja Baby” and 
the forthcoming middle-grade novel “Lug: Blast From the North.” “It’s going to be a really cool place 
for kids to be that isn’t school.” The project then landed a $20,000 grant from the National Writing 
Project, and it was off to the races. The idea of Nora came from the project’s lead designer Rebecca 
Goldman and her assistant Carmen Clark. The two women were driving back from San Francisco to 
Santa Cruz after a visit to 826 Valencia when they cooked up the idea of the Chamber. “We were just 
thinking about, what is this space?,” said Goldman. “Maybe it could be a study, and we came up with 
the character from there.” 

Goldman has worked with 826 Valencia, and its related publishing company McSweeney’s as well as 
with Berkeley artist Fred Wilson. Along with the idea of Nora, she and Clark dreamed up the 
Chamber’s dominant aesthetic, conjuring a kind of nostalgic futurism, placed in time roughly at the 
turn of the 20th century and characterized by technological phenomena of the age from magic 
lanterns to “exquisite corpse” artistic methods. Kids can interact with a “cabinet of curiosities,” 
featuring things that Cora has collected in her various travels through space and time. Many of the 
artifacts that enhance the aesthetic – old-style typewriters, a circus tent, velvet curtains, a victrola 



horn – came by way of the MAH or the Museum of Natural History, or were picked up in second-
hand stores or from individuals. A old telephone is also part of the scenery. It’s linked to a number of 
recorded prompts, designed to speak the language of today’s youngest generation (Chiapella said 
that she brought together an “advisory committee” of kids to help design the telephone feature). 
Goldman and her design team also worked to give the place a veneer of the past with beautiful laser 
wood cuts and plywood ceiling panels that evoke etched glass. “It should feel a little creepy,” she said. 

The central activity inside the Chamber is, however, to write. Visitors will have access to pre-printed 
materials that can be folded into a booklet, inside of which they can write their own impressions of 
the place, or respond to the heart prompts. A bookcase will feature many of the books already 
published by the Young Writers Program and anyone who has created a book while visiting the 
Chamber will be encouraged to leave it behind for others to read. 

The ink on paper, the telephone prompts, the magic lantern, the story cubes, the cabinet of 
curiosities – all of the features of Nora’s study and the Chamber of Heart and Mystery resolutely exist 
in a world that we only now describe as analogue. Wherever Cora Crux has traveled, it did not 
include an Android or MacBook. In an effort to alight the imagination, the Chamber is taking kids 
away from their digital gee-gaws, which for many is the equivalent of time travel. As Julia Chiapella 
puts it, “We’re living in strange and unusual times. We need people to think outside the screen.” 
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