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Jeffrey Inaba: Architecture has been dealing with issues of content management for some time. Essentially, it’s an internal discussion about symbolically presenting the outside in the way beyond the aesthetic challenge, about ideas of public imagery, being accessible while protecting content. We’re presenting content management from the perspective of the proprietor on the side of content management – or, say, building owner – where there’s an interest to control the content to some degree whether or not a financial transaction takes place. Your work, through websites, sees the sharing of content and the interaction of content in very different ways.

Ken Goldberg: Ah.  When you first mentioned “content management”, I reached for my pillow.  But  the issues of access and control in the context of architecture of buildings and websites is much more interesting. I teach a class in relational database theory, so I’ve been thinking lately about the relational model, which is based on the mathematics of relational algebra. In the 1960s, databases were ad-hoc structures where over time the data would become inconsistent and ultimately wreak havoc. Ted Codd’s model of relational algebra was a set of elegant abstractions that make it possible to guarantee properties  about the data based on logical equations. 

Abstractions also apply to content management in architecture.  I’ve been closely watching the design of the new Berkeley Art Museum. Toyo Ito’s building – his first in America – is very different from the current building, which is a forbidding, concrete Brutalist structure. The new building in contrast, emphasizes access, but is also concerned about protecting the art from theft, damage, and light. Ito’s lightweight construction has very thin walls that promote an abstract sense of openness. Ito conveys this by unpeeling linear planes. He wants to construct it from millimeter-thick sheets of steel.  It’s unlike Serra’s heavy, weighty solids, [Ito] wants a lightweight form, almost like an onion skin.  Seismically it’s very beneficial to design a light building, because it’s like a shell. 

JI: It’s a very dynamic use of steel.

KG: Yes, It’s also very resilient, because the structure is so lightweight.  To the public it must convey accessibility, because of its curvature and openings, but the building must also protect the art. That’s a content management issue, as is curating the exhibits. At any time we see only the tip of the iceberg the holdings: presenting vast amounts of work at once is overwhelming and lacks intrigue.

JI: In a building, the information you take in – how options are presented to you, as a series of choices – is less about pragmatic issues of getting from one place to another, than it is about presenting revelations. 

KG: Which is much better than being bored or overwhelmed. Let elements reveal themselves over time; certain buildings, like the New York Guggenheim, are filled with nuances that you discover on repeat visits.. Similarly, some websites reveal themselves over time. In the Telegarden, we let anyone look at the garden. But if you registered, you were allowed to participate. You could water the plants, and over time you were given a seed to plant.
Jesse Seegers: Was this always how you wanted to do it?

KG: Well, we learned that visitors won’t stay long at an installation unless you give them an experience to whet their appetites, and they won’t stay long if you give them everything right away.  People prefer to be teased. 
JI: So you designed the idea, as well as the actual structure, and then you released it through Ars Electronica in Austria.
KG: First we installed it in our lab for a year.

JS: The actual physical robot?

KG: Yes, later Ars Electronica contacted us, to our relief, because it was a lot of work to maintain…we had aphids flying  around the lab. At Ars they had a team of crack technicians who replaced each joint when it rusted.  It was up for nine years, though. They just retired it in 2004. 

JI: How hard was it to design robots for the natural environment, given that robotics are usually designed to function in ‘ideal’ environments? Especially in terms of being dust-free, or avoiding exposure to things like aphids, high water exposure and soil. It seems like a type of design that addresses a degree of abstraction in what it is, but also the materiality of the real, natural substances around it. 

KG: The landscape architecture was complex. We went to Adept Technology, an industrial robot company that made a very state-of-the-art beautiful arm. There’s a class of robots that are used for painting car bodies that were waterproof and vapor-proof. The robot we chose wasn’t designed for moisture so it rusted,. The good thing is that these robots were designed to work around the clock for ten or twenty years. I would like to revisit the design of the plants, and spend more energy on that aspect. Perhaps an outdoor garden with a much bigger robot. 

JI: Your telepresence work is, as you said in an earlier interview, interested in the interrelationship between abstraction and reality. It seems telepresence would bring up that issue immediately, because you’re dealing with communication over long distances. The materiality of the interaction is not concrete the way one might think of a one-to-one conversation. 

KG: Right. There’s an extraordinary capacity for deception online. especially with things like politics or pornography. They lure you in with something that seems plausible on the surface. I’m interested in the epistemological question of what is knowable, and where can you be confident about what you’re seeing, and where it’s appropriate to be skeptical. The broader question is how to develop scenarios that are deliberately ambiguous, if you will. 

JI: Can you give us an example?

KG: In 1997 We did a piece called “Legal Tender.” We took two, hundred-dollar bills, and said that one was counterfeit and that one was real, and that we needed help to determine which was which. The website explained that you were going to be a participant in this “laboratory.” If you registered for the site, you would find a random section of a bill, and we offered a series of tests to perform. One of them was the “burn test,” which almost everybody chose.

JI: What is the “burn test?” Do dollar bills burn differently than paper?

KG: They do. The burn test brought a hot soldering iron into contact with the bill. Almost everyone chose it. But then we displayed, a reminder that there is a federal statute against burning or defacing currency andasked, “Do you accept responsibility for this? Yes or no.” Users had typed in their personal information, their email addresses,. We wantedto create a moment of hesitation. Although much of the Internet is trivially accessible and hence there’s little sense of engagement I’m interested in heightening emotions.
JS: Through virtual means?

KG: Yes. A  painting can do that.  So can a good book or film. But in the crowded, jaded Internet environment it’s a challenge to create anything visceral. Certain museums do that as well – the Prado has few barriers between you and the paintings. And very few guards. You can walk right up to the work and put your hand on it. But where on the Internet can you get that kind of visceral engagement? 

New Media are creating an epidemic of distraction. I don’t know if you feel the same way, but I can no longer keep up with e-mail. between Facebook and voice mails, you’re constantly checking.  We’re all becoming obsessive-compulsive .  . It’s almost impossible  to focus. But risk tends to have a very focusing effect. 

JI: You mean that the heightened sense of risk experienced by the visitor creates a sense of focus.

KG: Precisely.  Say you’re designing a new website, and you’re trying to think how to create a real engagement. An element of risk encourages the visitor to pay attention. Games are one way to do this. Games tap into our primal instincts to compete.

JI: Has risk generated new ways to focus at a time when we are inundated with distractions? A new medium may not facilitate a heightened degree of focus in itself, but may combine a combination of something pre-existing as well as something contemporary. 

KG: Good point.  Progress is often non-linear,  regressions can enable conditions to move forward. An analogy is television. Our parents’ generation said it was rotting our minds, that it was an overload of easy material, low-quality information. It did shape our minds. But television gave us some of the conditions for developing the Internet. Many major innovations have come from inventors and innovators – from Google to Facebook to the Internet  - who are under 25. Defocusing will lead to new forms of innovation, it will set the conditions for something new. 

JI: When I was growing up, the wunderkind was the kid that could do his homework while watching TV and do well. Absorbing the distraction didn’t mean that you underperformed in other ways. It seems potentially that a form of focus today is that you get all of these e-mails that you quickly process, and don’t necessarily reply to them all. But you process them: you process your text messages, and you process your voice mails, but you are also able to write a fifteen thousand-word essay. But it does seem that there needs to be a context in which that as a phenomenon can be assessed. It seems like the UC Berkeley Center for New Media does that as a place of debate. 

KG: Howard Rheingold is working on a BCNM symposium on “attention literacy”.  that the BCNM faculty feel that new media should not be limited to digital. One of the things that we are trying to do at Berkeley is to take a long view. For example, the alphabet and language are both pre digital, but definitely media. Media facilitates perception between people. What we commonly think of as “mass media” – television, newspaper, etc. - essentially acts as a lens.  A telescope is a medium: it was new media in 1710. How does it function when a new medium enters that culture? It is technological, but what are the broader implications? The telescope had far-reaching consequences: with the church, with Descartes, and the emergence of modernity. So if you accept that, then many scientific instruments – the x-ray, atomic force, and microscopes – are media. And then, to push that a little further, one can think of an idea as a medium. 

JS: You’re saying this also as a metaphor, bringing in meaning.

KG: Well, exactly. A metaphor allows you to see in a new way. Take the Theory of Relativity. I might argue that it’s a medium in the following sense: there were data and observations of the planets that didn’t quite add up. Suddenly, there was a new theory that worked at the far extreme levels of the speed of light. All the data snapped into place. It was like a focusing using a new lens. And this is true of psychoanalytic theory, of postmodern, of poststructuralist theory. They operate as organizing  frameworks. Part of this is designed toengage faculty who think new media is what the computer scientists do.  


BCNM has over 110 faculty now from thirty different departments. It’s been a very interesting process of expanding the definition, because it raises the question of accessibility.  You create a dichotomy between wanting to be welcomed, and not wanting to reveal everything at once. The same dynamic is true of the organizations we’re working with. The BCNM is like what we were discussing earlier.  If we expose too much, it loses its allure. 

JI: In calling ideas media, do you mean it in a polemical way, that any idea – irrespective of what it derives from, not necessarily from a new technology – is a medium? In a sense, it’s an interdisciplinary argument in terms of what a medium can be. Our contemporary moment may renew awareness of a concept that in turn generates a lens. 

KG: Certainly my intentions are polemical. New media is related to, but not dependent on, technology. It is instead part of a broader agenda to structure and organize the world. The “lens” metaphor interests me because one can pull back to focus, and one can be distracted. A medium operates when it works, and there are bad media and theories that don’t work so well, and that are in fact terrible: you can have bad lenses. We want to be critical in terms of how media can help us focus, to make corrections we haven’t seen before, or to sharpen our understanding of something we’ve been trying to understand. 

I’ve been thinking of the Berkeley Center for New Media as a medium itself, because structurally it facilitates perception. For example, students say, “I don’t just want to be an historian, or an architect, but also want to talk with engineers and philosophers.” So they’ll gravitate toward a group that encourages them to engage in that dialogue and to learn from each other. 

JI: What seems really interesting from an architect’s perspective is the potential to create new materialities, not new virtual realities. What you said about the Legal Tender installation is interesting from an architecture standpoint. New technologies can encourage a visitor to interact with a new set of circumstances that concretize, in a way, the whole Web 2.0 thing, because it contextualizes actual material decisions that you have to make in the lived world. Today students may refer back to particular modeling software in analyzing a lack of transparency in a building envelope. That will be more of a reference in experiencing a building than physical reality. There could be a re-coupling between digitally based designed environments and the physical environment, but there may be a new heightened awareness between the physical experience of things, and what people experience digitally.

KG: The building is a lens in terms of its environment, of how it focuses on the architecture around it. It will obviously change over time.

JI: One last thing. The course you co-taught with Hubert Dreyfus, you mentioned something about questioning efficiency. What were you examining?

KG: We were looking at the origins of the obsession with efficiency that characterize the twentieth century. Going back to Frederick Taylor’s time-and-motion studies, his first book was called “Scientific Management.” He created the idea of quantifying work. Before that, there wasn’t anything like it.. Henry Ford was a big fan. They recorded a worker’s every motion. This coincided with the rise of phenomenology. The microscopic analysis of individual motions was somewhat independent, but somewhat around the same time as phenomenology, where there was this internalized analysis of individual perception and experience. So that was where we started, but we then focused on Heidegger’s insights into technology.  

Heidegger defines a series of “epochs”, starting with religion-based societies, and then moving  into the industrialized epoch which is efficiency-based. Heidegger sees a step beyond that, a trend towards flexibility. Systems that can be adapted to multiple purposes.. Consider the computer, it can be adapted to do many different things. More recently,  nanotechnology is presented as a universal technology that can be applied to all sorts of things; that’s the rhetoric at least. Another example is stem cells: and  Genomics and nanotubes. We’ve fallen in love with nanotubes:  for any problem that we’re facing, we want a high-temperature superconductor:   – “try a nanotube!”

JS: My plants aren’t growing…

KG: Right – Just try the new ones, “now with nanotubes!” The course brought together  students from philosophy and engineering, and they worked in teams to assemble things in the most efficient ways possible. We discovered that efficiency is more sustainable when given some slack.
