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A

nyone who has logged on to Ken Goldberg's Telegarden site <telegarden.aec.at>—the
most widely-recognized piece in this UC Berkeley engineering professor-curn-artist's
expanding oeuvre—knows that Goldberg's "Internet installations" are playful. At the site,
registered visitors plant seeds in and tend a real, 6x6x6 ft. garden plot (located at the Ars
Electronics Museum in Linz, Austria] via a telerobotic device. On the surface, it's gardening
for geeks, Eden for urbanites. Good, clean fun: a real-time, online way to play green-thumb, a
far cry from playing mercenary killer in one of those bloody, shoot 'em up live Internet games.

But an idyllic world this is not.
Below the surface, Telegarden seems inspired more by Orson Welles than Martha Stewart.
After spending some time observing the pixellated pictures of the garden (wait, are these
images live or are these staged?), the cynic in us causes us to wonder, could this be a scam?
Why should we trust the veracity of this site any more than we would have trusted the authenticity of that infamously sleazy "Our First Time" homepage a few years ago?
A skeptical reaction like this couldn't please Goldberg more.
"A lot of people think The Telegarden is unreal," says Goldberg over a lunch of "Shaking
Beef" at the Slanted Door, a low-key hotspot in San Francisco's Mission District. He's wearing
nearly head-to-toe artist's black, except for a bright crimson stripe on his hipster bowling shirt,
"But they also think Telegarden is fun and cool," Goldberg continues. "That's intentional. I try to
raise red flags about the potential dangers of technology in a subliminal, non-didactic way. But
my work is really about dystopia and dysfunction more than anything else."
Indeed, once we get beyond the initial "wow" factor of Goldberg's Internet installations we
start to notice their slightly sinister edge. Goldberg's works have a funhouse effect: their reality becomes questionable. Yet because of the dazzling visual effects we encounter, we willingly
suspend our disbelief. And in the process, we enjoy ourselves immensely—but never without a
good, healthy scare, of course.
Even Goldberg's first major art piece had such a dark side. As a doctoral candidate in engineering at Carnegie Mellon University in the late 1980s, Goldberg created a robotic arm that
could paint—as if it were a severed limb of the late Jackson Pollock, revivified. Goldberg was
partially inspired by the artist Harold Cohen, a color field painter who dabbled in artificial intelligence, whose work Goldberg had seen at London's Tate Gallery when studying abroad.
When Goldberg heard Cohen was going to visit CMU, he tracked down the artist to show
off his eerie, Dr. Frankenstein-for-the-digital-age project as "art." At the meeting with Cohen,
Goldberg's robotic arm painted some splatters on a canvas, then dropped its brush and
engaged in a three-dimensional dance. Goldberg was delighted. Cohen wasn't impressed.
"I'm into line, not form!" the artist huffed, storming out of the room, dismissing the young
engineer's artistic attempt.

