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Knowbotic Research : Mapping the Artistic Work to the Project Objectives
How the artistic work in the project contributes to the overall project objectives, 
and how it fits in with the overall project work.

by Sally Jane Norman
e-scape Plenary Presentation, February 3rd 1998




We understand the overall project objectives as being the development of e-scapes, i.e. places where other (inhabited information) places meet, in the general context of research on inhabited information spaces and intelligent information interfaces (i3). The past and present bearing of artistic work by Knowbotic Research (also known as KR+cF) is considered to hold particular relevance for e-scapes for reasons outlined below, substantiated where possible by reference to the artists' works and writings (a comprehensive review of Knowbotic Research's past work is being undertaken by Annika Blunck, and will constitute a chapter of the WP3 deliverable). The present report is a brief review of the conceptual overlap between KR+cF works and e-scape preoccupations. It is one of several elements which attempt to show how this work can be mapped to the project objectives, notably Andreas Schiffler's (ZKM) contribution to the Lancaster plenary presentation, which deals specifically with the technical architecture and proposals of the ongoing 10-DENCIES project. This text and diagrams are on the bscw e-scape server, as are two recent texts provided by Knowbotic Research.


Endogenous and exogenous organisational forces in an information system

Over the years, KR+cF has focussed strongly on notions of distributed presence, anchored both in the "real" and digital/ networked world, and on notions of interaction, collective agency, and emergent intelligence. Put more prosaically, "emergent intelligence" here refers to emergent self-organisational phenomena, or to emergent behaviour patterns in shared digital (and real) worlds. Clustering and aggregation phenomena - within data bases and in the social and natural environment - and aesthetics born of the tension which arises when information bears self-organisation functions, while simultaneously being amenable to organisation by outside forces (an explorer/ actor who is operative in the real or digital environment), have likewise constituted a constant and highly specific focus for KR+cF art works.

Hence, for example, the installation piece entitled SMDK (SimulationSpaceMosaic of mobile Datasounds) took as its starting point a large number of five-second sound files, which were grouped and "clustered" automatically in keeping with a set of simple artificial life rules, but which were also organised and influenced in parallel as a function of tracked user movements within the physical sound installation and display system [http://netbase.t0.or.at~krcf/smdk/smdk1.html]. This parallel implementation of endogenous and exogenous organising forces in complex information systems, dissolving what may be seen as arbitrary boundaries between technical and human energies, has remained a hallmark of Knowbotic Research's art work. As of SMDK, the concept of a "Public Knowledge Space" - a space of encounter but also of action and interaction, with large masses of data, with one's fellow humans, and with technological forces - has become an explicit feature in KR+cF works and writings.

Dialogue With the Knowbotic South (DWKS, 1995) is a "map of a dynamic information-landscape", where a model of Computer-Aided Antarctica is contrived as a public knowledge space, in an attempt to show the "evolutionary potential of this fiction of interacting with information-landscapes" [http://netbase.t0.or.at/~krcf/antarctica/landscape/lscp1.html]. KR+cF points out that knowledge of the Antarctic continent these days is largely and often exclusively acquired through instruments - i.e. through technologically mediated constructs, as opposed to bodily exploration. Yet this knowledge in turn conditions how we deal with and get a grip on, how we physically and conceptually mine, the Antarctic continent. The knowbots created for DWKS are an attempt to instigate and mediate new kinds of dialogue in our "CAN" world (CAN = Computer-Aided Nature) : they "represent no static formalisation. They can be modified as they interact with the participants present in the Public Knowledge Space. Knowbots are mobile in time and space and become multi-local and multi-present through copying in networks. Processes inside the knowbot can be linked to externally located contextual interests." [http://netbase.t0.or.at/~krcf/antarctica/dkit/pubspace.html]


Hybrid worlds, experience, and representations

DWKS dramatically highlights what has always been a KR+cF tenet, namely, that in our technologised environment there is no clear gap between VR worlds and the "real" world. Knowbotic Research denounces this notion of an unsurmountable gap as a misleading fallacy which unfortunately characterises much current cyber hype, and maintains that VR is a tool through which we can better learn to apprehend the formidable depths and intricacies of our everyday human-machine world. 

Indeed, there is a good chance that only more complex notions of hybridisation and overlap, of superposed spaces and experiences, will enable us to override much of today's dead-end reasoning about engagement in virtual space, where this is construed as engagement in an entirely autonomous, hermetic world - whence the tiresome and sterile tendency for digital environments to be thought about purely "from within", "from the avatar's viewpoint" (Tom Rodden). That said, in the cross-disciplinary context of our e-scape work, a caveat may be useful here to avoid a simplistic re-reading of art as a straightforward learning process (although of course art may ALSO be/enable special forms of learning) : artists are bent on creating and communicating novel forms of experience, albeit to enrich and elucidate everyday experience. It is one thing to plead for the permeability and interpenetrability of simulations (digital or other) and real-world phenomena; it is quite another to refuse and/or ignore the experiential specificity sought through art exploiting this permeability. 

Anonymous Muttering in 96 is an experiment involving parallel, multi-user interventions in urban and electronic sound and space. This work attempts to approach an open notion of "events" through experimental configurations simultaneously located in physical urban spaces and in the virtual networks of data processing systems. Knowbotic Research describes this project as an attempt to shift from the concept of agent (notably as manifest through the knowbot of DWKS) to that of agency, by querying the notion of control within a complex, multiparticipant system : one can only have an impact on events on condition that one remains sensitive to other people intervening in the system. Interactivity is here manifest as emerging tendencies, rather than being identifiable through "push-button" control actions with clearly traceable effects. In short, the work is designed as an exploration of processes whereby one can enter and be active within a collaborative environment. If we want to examine this type of configuration from the viewpoint of its "learnability" features, what one learns and becomes aware of in the installation, is interaction with one's fellow humans, and with digital data as a (similarly) responsive, evolving force.

KR+cF is concerned with fields of information, where emphasis is put not so much information content in terms of its "particulars", its individual components, but rather, on the "multiple restlessness" of a complex data base as layered information fields. These fields can only be experienced in time : they do not manifest themselves as objects but rather as processes, as meshworks of events. Writing on Anonymous Muttering, KR+cF describes the process of condensing the flow of information into a mesh of events, which reflect a macrostructure, emergent patterns and macromovements (cf "Anonymous Muttering - Interventions in Urban and Electronic Sounds of Rotterdam" [http://www.khm.de/people/krcf/] : "...the interconnection of different stations in the city and multiple Internet interfaces provides a zone of operations (....). Human and machinic manipulations and interventions cannot be distinguised clearly. (...) The partial appearance of the event can no longer be ascribed either to the public space of a city or to the private terrain of an individualised data space. An Anonymous Muttering without beginning or end".)

In the context of this work, Knowbotic Research authored a text entitled "Nonlocated Events : How to Open Fields of Action Within Cognitive Cyber-Structures" [http://www.telefonica.es/fat/ekrcf.html], where notions of layered information and concepts, and the mixing of visions, come through quite starkly: "Knowbotic Research develops knowbots to maintain communication in the fields of information processing and knowledge engineering. Knowbots incorporate fragments of different reality concepts. These virtual connectors or irritators can be perceived and modified in hybrid spheres between the real and the networked spaces. The visitors of the installations don't act in reference to objects. They are embedded in technological environments which are continuously updated by dynamic datastreams. The visitor is confronted to act in situations without having the experience for this. Only such a practice in non-locations between the media channels is able to produce singularities, which are necessary for creating subjectivity in digital domains." (June 1996).


"Strategies to deal with imprecisions and uncertainty between experiential space and data space" (KR+Cf)

When they launched their latest and currently ongoing work, I0-DENCIES, KR+cF published a text on "The Urban as Field of Action", as part of the proceedings of the Rotterdam 97 MAN conference (MAN = Machine-Aided Nature). Here again, the inextricable interweaving of digital and real urban space comes through as a focal point : "It is our aim not to have the investigations of the urban take place in an independent, virtual space. Rather than submersion in a distinct, detached environment, we are trying consciously to enhance the oscillation between the fields of action of the real urban space, and those of the data space. (...) What we are interested in is not so much the border between electronic and non-electronic fields, but the overlapping areas in and between them which demand new forms of agency and work. (...) The machine in itself produces little that is genuinely new, it does not develop its own form of intelligence, it makes no unexpected discoveries or conclusions, and it makes no unrequested offers. But its potential allows us to test our own possibilities of agency and interventions within existing social relations. (...) We are interested to find out whether there are possibilities of approaching the current changes of the urban environments through interfacing them with the data space, in order to introduce forms of doubt and resistance. We are no longer so much concerned with the processing and handling of given data, but with strategies of dealing with imprecisions and uncertainty between experiential space and data space, between technology, perception, and action."

Knowbotic Research draws heavily on the conception of the "machinic", a Guattari-derived term used to refer to the indissociable relationship (some would say symbiotic, some would say parasitic) that has arisen between the "natural" environment and the human-made urban, machine-driven environment or technosphere. In talking about 10-DENCIES, the artists speak of "machinic" life, and stress the permeability and interpenetrability of the various kinds of environments we deal with on an everyday basis: the world of tangible physical objects and events, and the world revealed through simulations and visualisations of complex, otherwise invisible data, are inextricably interrelated in our day-to-day lives. Because of this "porosity" of our different kinds of experience, and our free roaming between "artificial" visualisations and "real" space, Knowbotic Research vindicates the use of digital representations as a tool for learning to deal with our new, machine-permeated world. Rather than erecting a digital construct as an autarchy, Knowbotic Research is concerned to use digitally anchored experience to convey a poetic vision of the human-machine mesh that has become the fabric of our existence - not so much to elucidate and unravel the mesh (this may be the goal of certain scientists and pedagogues), as to make us more poignantly aware of its complexity.


"Information processing is an economy of time" (KR+Cf) 

In keeping with previous work, the accent in 10-DENCIES is placed on the inherent dynamics of a constantly evolving information base, and its possible interworkings with human explorers to enhance awareness of the evolutivity of data as it accumulates, and as it is exploited (i.e. the constant reshaping of data as a function of how it is explored by users). The first, Tokyo-Shimbasi-based phase of 10-DENCIES has been described by the KR+cF "Questioning Urbanity" text (see BSCW server). The artists were interested in approaching urban understanding and planning via force fields, identified as the economic, social, and technological forces at work within a city. These forces may momentarily attain identifiable states and thus provide a "window" on urban dynamics. 

The urban environment is construed as a "topology of intervention", something that is at least as largely determined by temporal as by spatial factors. KR+cF rejects visions of urban history seen as a kind of geological sedimentation process, and considers that applying a chronological approach to stratifying and reading urban data (i.e. where recent phenomena are readily accessible at the surface of a data base, as opposed to "buried" phenomena from the distant past) belies the complex, multiple temporalities that are simultaneously operative in an urban landscape, and that subtend its peculiar dynamics. Consequently, the artists attach importance to technological thinking that privileges complex, diachronic events, as opposed to reductionist thinking that "freezes" its object : "artists who are able to use scientific terminology irritate fixed conventions (ie. the static definition of information in the world of computer engineering : information processing is an economy of time and not of space! see Bower's analysis of landscape-qualities: ease of change, tolerances, temporalities, maintenance, contextual relationships etc.)" (personal correspondence with KR+Cf). 


Interstices and interfaces : charged areas between discrete realms

Knowbotic Research is concerned with how individual actions are integrated within the city as a kind of social and physical macrostructure, with the fact that citizens / actors in an urban and in a virtual setting function like "attractors", recreating poles of interest (this notion harps back in a way to Anonymous Muttering, where people armed with interfaces literally and visibly "tweaked" the online representation of the city, viewed as a malleable mesh). In their study of various districts in Tokyo - and in their current work on and about Sao Paulo - the artists are particularly interested in phenomena of discontinuity between different zones of the city, insofar as districts can be seen as discrete zones of energy, which tend to "animate" and condition the dynamics of the overall urban fabric (e.g. study of the Shimbashi area showed how the fishmarket, the railway station, the World Trade Centre each exude their own dynamics as a function of flow factors - pedestrians, vehicles, finance, etc.). This phenomenon of discontinuity was thus analysed, as were the points of differentiation or rupture between the different districts, these interstices being viewed as particularly "charged" regions within the overall urban field. 

The extent to which time seeps into and steeps our urban environment is emphasised by Knowbotic Research's apprehension of architecture through its kinetic aspects : architecture is essentially seen as the configuration that enables passage, thoroughfare, movement. Here, there is perhaps an analogy to be drawn between the forementioned analysis of urban district interstices (the dividing lines between discrete zones), and interfaces as defined by Knowbotic Research, i.e. interfaces seen as "a field of fluctuating activities." (cf. NON-LOCATIONS/ EVENT : UNDER CONSTRUCTION; text contributed by KR+cF for internal e-scape use - see BSCW server). Insofar as certain e-scape developments target transportation mechanisms, gateways and portals, the buffer zones that allow shared virtual places to meet, this view of the interstice and the interface could be a fertile starting point for dialogue between the artists, social scientists, and technology developers working on the project. 


Unproved, unprovable conceptions to nurture new forms of agency operative in the real world

Whereas Knowbotic Research deals with issues of agency, of visualising complex information spaces and collective actions therein, of force fields and macrodynamics, the group is not concerned with developing pragmatic visualisations or first-degree applicable multi-user spaces. These, indeed, fall under the responsibility of CSCW designers, be they specialised in ergonomics, proxemics, or other more technical issues. On the other hand, KR+cF as an artists' group makes a strong and explicit claim for implementing concepts and operative social configurations that, despite their ostensible detachment from "real-world" models, may well end up generating new approaches to and forms of agency in the urban environment : "(some) Artists use existing systems to develop abilities to change positions and view points. They believe in transversality - the definition of an electronic urbanity can be posited as an abstract form without proof of its real form, but it is this abstract form that allows us to develop new, experimental forms of urban agency." (personal correspondence with KR+cF).

The current Sao Paulo phase of the 10-DENCIES project, which we feel offers a rich opportunity for collaboration across the e-scape platform, particularly with respect to the « cityscape » thematics, involves developing new kinds of tools for citizens and urban planners trying to apprehend and communicate ideas about the singularly complex urban fabric of this Brazilian city. Sao Paulo is marked by its essentially incoherent growth and structure, and by its complete lack of "cardinal orientation" (the north-south-east-west layout and features that tend to give many European cities an often organic sense of legibility). Given that today's city maps cannot even symbolically contain and represent this sprawling geography, Sao Paulo urban planners are desperately in need of new kinds of tools, affording angles and perspectives on their city and, in particular, providing citizens with a public discussion forum allowing their priorities to be better discerned and weighed up. The project elaborated by Knowbotic Research, which has been substantially informed by the artists' recent experience with Tokyo urban planners, involves the implementation of an online text base for public consultation, featuring various urban project materials, and undergoing continual updating by a "news group". In keeping with previous projects, the artists' goal is to convey the dynamics of information flow and exchange, rather than to focus on actual content of the information items, although the text fragments constituting the data base will in fact be accessible. 

As a starting point, an "experts' group" of urban practitioners is reviewing urban theory and various surveys of current features of Sao Paulo, and identifying a number of topics considered as having a direct impact on planning and practice in this city. The selected text fragments are being weighted as a function of their relevance to everyday preoccupations for the urbanist, and are also being classified and ordered as a function of various predetermined subfeatures (their relation to economics, social activity, etc.). The weighted texts will give rise to "information clusters", whose online consultation frequency and interrelatedness will be depicted by dynamic visualisation techniques. The text base user or citizen will be able to access the data via an active "window" which moves over the information environment, and in which particle streams will display the strength of the relationships between the various particles (text fragments). Users can move upstream to read the initial texts, and can moreover confirm relevance of the keywords adopted to characterise these fragments (a valuable feature for planners keen to follow up citizen trends/ preoccupations). Various levels of access and operability are proposed, insofar as only the experts (urban practitioners) can modify the texts, and validate for online publication further textual materials which may be proposed by citizen-observers. The experts can moreover modify the weightings ascribed to the text fragments as a function of observed behaviour and response; this reassignment of values is not to be seen as a mere corrective measure, but translates the need to consider relevance as a dynamic, evolving criterion, rather than as a once-and-for-all, hard-and-fast value. Small shifts in file values may be manifest incrementally as a tendency, which will readjust the overall text base values. Finally, the experts themselves may inject new texts.


Multiple levels of access / multiple levels of engagement

The Sao Paulo 10-DENCIES work proposes layered access to a data base, and various levels of engagement therein. Knowbotic Research is concerned to ensure legibility of the rules which govern the system, its access modalities and underlying principles. This quest for a recognisable, coherent architecture partly stems from the artists' hindsight concerning Anonymous Muttering, where they discovered that the relative lack of cues indicating one's level and degree of effectiveness within the system sometimes tended to lessen the user's sense of engagement. The proposed visualisation tools are essentially 2D, certain animation techniques (notably particle streams) being used to reveal dynamic aspects of the data base and its use. Hence, discerning use of 3D animation displays (the "window" which frames data in a state of constant flux) allows presentation of more complex, time-based phenomena.

The KR+cF artists repeatedly emphasise the fact that their interest lies in exploiting complexity to generate new kinds of experience, rather than actually representing complex phenomena : « We are interested in using the computer for artistic expression by the deployment of visualisation techniques which do not represent forms of complexity, but which involve complexity for experimental models of aesthetic experience and cognition. » (personal correspondence). Contrary to certain contemporary artists whose works show sometimes very literal adoption of mathematically complex models, offered up per se for our contemplation, Knowbotic Research seeks to enhance the perceptibility of complex phenomena by integrating them into powerfully shaped presentation frameworks, designed to heighten our awareness of complexity, and thereby extending our sense and cognitive experience. As mentioned earlier, and as the Tokyo urban planners discovered during work on 10-DENCIES, the installations and visualisation systems developed by KR+cF do not provide directly exploitable reference material for urban study (the devising of pragmatic descriptive and analytic systems not being the field of art), but do provide novel arenas for shared experience, and for gaining insight into the complexity of collective actions. As such, they are a valuable heuristic and cultural tool.

To conclude, 10-DENCIES has a strong contribution to make to the discussion about and development of e-scapes, in that this art work withholds a set of rich visualisation ideas, notions of agency and hierarchised forms of engagement within an information base, and tensions arising from the simultaneous implementation of endogenous and exogenous organisational principles. These areas of interest result from years of work on the aesthetics of hybrid places, where human and techno-informational forces are fused to create a singular dynamics. The concern to give artistic expression to the complexity that characterises such places clearly differentiates Knowbotic Research works from visualisations developed in other spheres of activity, notably those geared toward practical use. Giving perceptible form to extreme registers of complexity, as in the 10-DENCIES proposal, might seem a vain undertaking for pragmatically oriented designers, whose key concern lies with the legibility and coherence of large data bases. Yet the ostensible gratuitousness of an art work, where the goal is to extend our perceptive awareness by providing unprecedented kinds of conceptual and sensible experience, makes this undertaking meaningful and indeed unique.
