
“I TYPE AND MAKE THINGS HAPPEN” 

I wrote this for a UC Berkeley’s class “Telling Life Stories,” a profiles writing class taught by Neil Henry, one 

of the best professors I ever had. Elliot was my roommate when I wrote this, and I regret not having enough 

space to talk about how great of a cook he is. His room is cleaner these days. 

  

Elliot Cuzzillo’s room is consumed by hardware: two computer monitors and a Mac Book Pro laptop crowd his 

desk, and a Play Station 3, Xbox and about four dollars in change cover the ground. For the last year, he didn’t 

have sheets, towels or a toilet seat, until a month ago, when a friend stood over his shoulder and forced him 

to order them on Amazon.com. 

The 25 year old Cuzzillo is 5’8 and ¾, has a perpetual 5:00 shadow and describes his body as “architected to be 

a marshmallow.” He’s a research programmer at the National Robotics Engineering Center at Carnegie Mellon, 

where he’s  developed a program that can analyze an image’s pixels and identify the components within it 

depending on their context—the program can read if the blob in your vacation picture is a mountain, bench or 

boat. 

The Department of Defense’s technology offshoot Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) is 

interested in the project and Cuzzillo’s boss is presenting it to them in a few days. The problem is, the 

presentation computer is smaller than Cuzzillo’s, so he has to figure out a way to shrink his GUI (Graphical User 

Interface) without comprising image quality. 

As he listens to the score to the 2010 movie Black Swan he scrolls through thousands of lines of code and thinks 

he’s found a way to shrink the graphic. 

He types: twp = (numply.float64)self.orgw and runs the program again. Nothing changes. 

He adds a parentheses to the line and runs the program once more. It shrinks the graphic, but makes it 

unreadable. 

“Fuck you,” Cuzzillo says tiredly. 



Cuzillo grew up in Berkeley with his only sibling, his younger brother Gabe. Elliott, deemed intelligent from an 

early age, developed strong opinions about how the house should run: the family would only listen to classical 

music, certain video games weren’t allowed in the house because they weren’t strategic enough, and his 

parents—his mechanical engineer father and therapist mother—were only allowed to feed him breakfast 

foods. “I ate nothing but breakfast foods from age one and a half to age twenty,” Cuzzillo said.  “I made my 

parents cook me pancakes and French toast for two meals a day. Lunch at school was always a problem because 

it’s very hard to have breakfast for that.” 

Cuzzillo discovered fencing at 13 after years of lightsaber fighting in the backyard. The brothers studied under 

Harold Hayes, who Elliott’s brother, NYU sophomore Gabe Cuzzillo, describes as “this elderly black man who 

had this Errol Flynn mustache and a very antiquated view of fencing. None of his fencers did very well at 

tournaments but they fenced very beautifully, they would unfurl their arms just right.” 

Cuzzillo attended Carnegie Mellon, where he majored in computer science but devoted himself to fencing and 

ranked 32 in the country in 2008. “I fenced a huge amount and learned about CS on the side,” he said. “I got 

really serious in college partly to avoid the vagaries of the fact that computer science doesn’t have a point 

ranking list whereas high school and fencing both do.” 

After college, Cuzzillo shifted from competing to coaching. “Historically I have always been totally, obnoxiously 

on other people’s cases about everything in their lives,” he said. “I’m bizarrely invested in how other people 

live their lives, and it’s unhealthy in most situations and extremely healthy in that one.” 

Cuzzillo stopped coaching in September 2012 because he got bored. “Turns out it’s very straightforward to get 

everyone in the country to win national tournaments,” he said. “You just tell them what to do and they do it.” 

Cuzzillo is not always easy to deal with. The self-described “pathological perfectionist” yells at fencing students, 

mocks his coworkers by adding sarcastic commentary to their code and has strong opinions about everything 

from vegetarians (“Just eat a fucking steak”) to facial hair (“For a programmer it just does not matter whether 

you shave.”) 

“He’s very aggressive about pretty much anything,” says University of Pittsburgh senior Sasha Zaytseva, who 

dated Cuzzillo in 2011 and remains friends with him. “I value him more than most people in my life. But I also 

value him being in San Francisco, not Pittsburgh.” 



Yet Cuzzillo’s eagerness to tell people exactly what they’re doing wrong and how to fix it made him a successful 

coach, said Ali Merti, a nonprofit client manager in Pittsburgh who fenced with Cuzillo.. “We had a six year old 

kid with us for a while and we usually don’t teach six year olds because it’s really hard to work with them,” she 

said. “But Elliot was great. I don’t know how he did it.” 

“He is one of the most worthwhile people I’ve ever known” says Zaytseva. “He forces me to think and really 

dig deep. Nobody else challenges me like that in my life.” 

A few days later, I talk to Cuzzillo. The presentation with DARPA went well, but his boss said that it seems 

unlikely that the team will get more funding. 

If his group loses funding, Cuzzillo said that he’ll be “transplanted to some other project with some other 

funding source with people who have a different, delusionally bitchy set of requirements.” 

He seems unconcerned about the prospect. 

“My five year plan is more or less, ‘this is fun, seems like it’s good, worry about it later’,” he said. “And thus far 

that’s served me well.” 

 


