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While intellect-based creativity created
the atomic bomb, Gandhiji presented us
with an approach of non-viclence. The
project too represents heart-based
creativity, the domain of artists, especially
village artists. Village ereativity iscurrently
under threat, given the homogenising
impact of development and global
capitalism. The project shows us how
village creativity and village materials such
as bamboo can be incorporated in the
design of computing hardware. As India
becomes a first mile IT provider for services
and applications within India, and not only
alast mile provider for applications outside
India, the integration of village creativity
and crafts in creating new hardware and
software paradigms
important.

The Gandhiexhibitionisan imaginative
start towards a beautiful vision. It shows
howyoucanweavecomputingintoculture.
Imagine having interesting-looking
computers instead of staid-looking ones.
[nthe Eternal Gandhi Multimedia Museum
all ourcomputers are housed inbamboo or
water-proof lacquer cases. Spinning a
charkha, touchinga pillar ora potter'swheel
and even simply walking alongside a wall
actasuserinterfacesand trigger multimedia
presentations at the museurmn. All these
environmental objects, built with the
participation of village creativity, act as the
Ul.

If lacquer and bamboo cases can be
used to house computers, it means village
artisans can also survive out of the [T

will become

industry. Therefore, at some point, [T cities
such as Bangalore will end up helping not
justthe US, butalso Bangalore’'s immediate
neighbouring willages. This was the
Gandhian vision of the concentric circles
of development—let each man help his
nearest neighbour!

I understand that you are working on
designing products (for interaction with
computers) that interact with the body to
allow people to evoke states of inner
intelligence and well-being?

This is a dream. Most of us recognise
that our bodies are not bags of chemicals
but, rather, sites of energy flows and
symbolic memory. Most traditional
cultures intuit that the mind resides not
only in the head, but is also distributed
across the body. As a sitar player, | believe
my mind is in my hands. The practice of
making music, which involves the hands,

provides not just music, but health and
well being as well. The manipulation of
hands thus leads to well being. Hence, if
we designed our computers in such a
way that someone spending eight hours
on a desk actually became spiritually
and physically healthy as a result of
interactions with one's tools of work,
“wouldn’t the earth become a paradise,”
to quote Gandhiji?

For example, | believe (I am not sure
because |1 am not an expert) that
interfacing with natural substances like
wood, natural fabrics, clay (pottery), ete,
create richer and healthful interactions
than econtact with substances like plastic.
So, natural, lovingly hand-crafted objects
would be better to make technological
products, which people interact with for
several hours a day.

Similarly, holding your hands in
some yogic postures or mudras is
supposed to improve physical and
spiritual well-being. Now, your Ul
device, instead of being shaped astoday’s
mice are, could be shaped in such away
that when you hold it, your hand is
positioned in such an uplifting mudra
that you are physically and spiritually
uplifted even as you interact with your
computer for long hours!

Do tell us a little about your latest

projects: Magic Strings of

Saraswati, and Rediscovery of the

Goddess.

Magic Strings speaks to people at
multiple levels. At one level it explores
the transformation of the Indian lute, the
Veena, intoa varietyof stringed and other
musical instruments from India,
Myanmar, Cambodia, Thailand, Korea,

Java and Bali. At another level, it examines
forgotten ideas in analogue-based musical
creativity, i.e, the relationship of music to
well-being, community, nature and
creativity. Yet, at a higher level, it is
reasserting Asian dignity, and asserting
analogue practices of music in relation to the
current ‘remix’ musical genre,

The Goddess project examines the
‘greening’ of the desktop, and the greening
of design. [t explores fundamental symbols
of the Woman found in all civilisations and
translates them into modern design
paradigms. This is basically in an abstract
form. Womanhood represents the part of
the brain that shows a predominance of
feelings like compassion, motherhood,
intuition, remembrance, etc. [n a way, each
of our projects is a representation of these

|. What do you believe is the future of
l computer-user interfaces?

All the work we've mentioned, whether

The Crossing, Eternal Gandhi or Magic
Strings, illustrate adwvancements in
culturally-reflective computingand product
design, and in particular, new interfaces. So,
future interfaces will allow us to become
healthy, will help us to remember higher
ideals, will reflect our identity, will engage
us with our bodies and physicality, andwill
ultimately remind us of larger goals—non-
violence, the recognition of diversity, the
remembrance of truth, of our temporary
position in time, and the ability to make a
meaningful contribution to the earth in the
limited amount of time given to us. .

JANANI GOPALAKRISHNAN

The author is a freelance writer, columnist and

editor, based in Chennai

More at hitpdfgianani googlepages com. You
| may reach her at gjananiQgmail.com
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around 7 a.m. with two hours of sitar
practice—he’s getting ready for a concert performance—an hour
of yoga, and an hour of meditation. By 11 a.m., he’s in his workshop
in the Indian capital of New Delhi. His tools are a jumble of the
old and new: clay pots, rraditional paintings, and sculptures mixed
in with microchips and motion sensors. Makkuni spent nearly
two decades as a senior researcher at the legendary Xerox PARC in
Palo Alro, California, where he was part of a team widely credited
with developing the first GUI, or graphical user interface; he then
went on to break new ground in tactile interfaces. Now, Makkuni
has returned to his native India and founded the Sacred World
Foundation, an organization whose mission is to revolutionize
interaction between humans and computers by bringing together
the ancient traditions of India and the innovations of Silicon Valley.

One of the traditions Makkuni is exploring at the moment is
the mudra system of hand positions associated with Buddhist and
Hindu philosophies. The Dhyana mudra, for example, entails placing
both hands in one’s lap so that the thumb and middle finger of each
gently touch, an act that conveys to other followers that a person is
meditating. The Dhyana mudra also involves positioning the body in
away that invites enlightenment. Makkuni is working with software
that can recognize mudras and respond by playing a video or audio
file, for example, or simply shut down. “What if, instead of using a
mouse, we used hand positions that not only help us get work done,
burt generate creativity and compassion?” he asks. “It seems to me
that if you're going to interact with a machine for 8 or 10 hours a day,
it had better generate well-being for you.”

Much of Makkuni’s research is focused on freeing us from what
might be called the modern posture: slumped with belly sagging,
eyes restlessly scanning the screen, fingers twitching on computer
keys. This posture is a result of the western paradigm in which dara
comes in through the eyes, makes a loop through the head, and exits
through the mouth or fingers. We might as well be brains in jars, at
least for the duration of the workday. In many eastern traditions,
however, it is believed that intelligence is distributed throughout the
body, and that thinking and moving are inextricably connected. Or,
to paraphrasc Makkuni, if the Dhyana mudra invites enlightenment,

clockwise from top right: installations

p that plays Ingian fre@dom songs. a co

1 the Eter

Opposite page,

M LIS E T

ection of s

rically associated with Gandhi) presented

what kind of thinking does sitting slumped in a chair all day invitez
“Iam trying to understand the mental and physical connections that
have been encoded in various traditions so that our interacrion with
information is not restricted to keyboard and screen,” he says.

Makkuni’s longtime boss at Xerox, former chief scientist John
Seely Brown, describes Makkuni’s influence on the lab as both
profound and lighthearted—he could calm a stressful situation just
by entering the room. “The East and West have deeply ingrained
and profoundly different traditions for communicating knowledge,”
says Brown. “What makes Ranjit’s work so exciting is that he
explores traditions that could rake human-computer interaction
along entirely different trajectories, if they are allowed to.”

Makkuni’s largest project to date is the Eternal Gandhi
Multimedia Museum, which opened in March 2005 at Birla House
in New Delhi, the site where Mahatma Gandhi spent the last few
months of his life and where he was assassinated in 1948. The goal of
the exhibition is to bring Gandhi’s message to a new generation by
engaging them both intellecrually and physically. To activare the
Harijan Pillar installation, visitors hold hands around an intricately
carved column; when the circle is complete, the installation begins
to glow from within. To get a group of Indians—men and women,
Hindu and Muslim—to all hold hands is no small feat, and the
installation mirrors Gandhi’s efforts to overcome prejudice,

Almost every interface in the museum requires physical inter-
action. One installation appears to be a bucket of rock salt, but when
visitors run their hands through it, the motion triggers a display
of historical footage showing Gandhi’s famous protest against the
British monopoly on salt production. For an installation about
Gandhi’s marches, visitors move one of three “e-Pilgrim” sticks to
select a march, and then walk along holding the stick, keeping in
step with the famous leader. An installation titled simply “Gandhi
Posture” invites the visitor to assume one of five poses associated
with Gandhi’s various activities. For example, when the visitor
crouches down and puts one hand on the floor, the video projector
plays historical footage of Gandhi discussing the importance
of using local materials.

Makkuni is particularly interested in reaching out to India’s

Gandhi Multimedia
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ricordare il proprio villaggio e i propri valori durante i tragitti.
Pertanto parte della soluzione oggi potrebbe essere la riconquista
dell’'ornamento e la creazione di un significato personalizzato in un
ambiente caratterizzato dalla depersonalizzazione.

L. S.: Puo esprimere un commento sulla sua idea di interazione
naturale?

R. M.: Nelle comunita rurali fondate sull’agricoltura, le origini della
maggior parte delle forme d'arte e artigianato ci rivelano la relazione
completa tra gesti, corpo, strumento e postura; ad esempio, un
contadino che misura le distanze attraverso la proporzione e la
dimensione delle mani per piantare i semi in un campo di riso, i tratti del
calligrafo, i gesti delle mani del suonatore di sitar o il tessitore e il filatore
che misurano inconsciamente il titolo di un filato usando il tatto.
L'artigianato di tutto il mondo ci mostra che I'intelligenza non risiede solo
nella “testa” ma anche nel “corpo” e rilevano al contempo la loro
continua innovazione e freschezza: il mondo dell’artigianato &
dimostrazione di un’infinita improvvisazione basata su temi fissi. Pertanto,
queste interfacce tattili suggeriscono e rivelano una intuizione superiore
della connessione mente-mani.

L. S.: “The Crossing Project”, il suo progetto pluripremiato che
combina la creativita indiana e I'interaction design, é stato
ampiamente presentato in tutto il mondo. Ha notato qualche
differenza nel modo in cui il progetto & stato ricevuto dai
numerosi musei, spazi espositivi, luoghi e culture?

R. M.: In India il progetto e stato ricevuto senza difficolta ed & sembrato
inserirsi in modo naturale nel contesto culturale e mitologico. Tuttavia in
Occidente & stato necessario creare una struttura per introdurre |'utente
nella mitologia.

Piu che il contenuto della mostra, ha suscitato particolare interesse in me
I'idea che in Occidente il museo sia visto come un luogo “sacro” dove le
persone sembrano avere timore di toccare gli oggetti.

Cid & in netto contrasto con I'Asia, dove quasi ogni oggetto “prezioso”




villages, where traditional practices that have survived for thousands
of years are in danger of being lost, The exhibition is now beginning
a tour that will take it to rural areas of India, where, in some regions,
literacy rates are as low as zo percent. Bish Sanyal, who teaches devel-
opment and planning at M.1.T,, points out that engaging these
audiences requires an ability to communicate in a familiar language.
“Color is very important, and also shape,” he says. “They may not
understand that in order to activate a display, they need to push a
burron; but they have deep appreciation for craftsmanship. Ranjit’s
work is very inclusive, and this is an important quality in a country
with over a billion people.”

To create the Eternal Gandhi exhibition, Makkuni brought in
200 craftsmen from all over India to create interfaces that use traditi-
onal materials and colors. The fact that these projects are labor-inten-
sive is part of the point. He hopes to tap into the region’s “human
resources” and reinvigorate village economies by proving thar trad-
itional crafts and modern technology can be combined with results
that are simultaneously beautiful and functional. “Less is not always
more,” he says. “Ornamentation can give the individual a voice in
the face of the homogenizing influence of technology.” And he hopes
that other organizations and companies will follow his example.
“Why shouldn’t Apple send its laptops to the craft villages of India,
Africa, and Southeast Asia to be customized?”

By showing thar traditional practices can help to inform modern
technology, Makkuni is challenging the conventional wisdom of the
country’s elite, who often see traditional beliefs as a barrier to mod-
ernization. “The big institutions in India have a whole different
agenda,” says Professor Sanyal. “They roo want to help society, but
they tend to have a very mechanistic, economic interpretation of how
to help—modernization in the Western mode. They want change.
They want to move on. And there is very little room for culture.”

Makkuni’s current projects emphasize shared values and comm-
on traditions throughout Asian cultures. An exhibition scheduled
to open in late 2007 is titled “The Magic Strings of Saraswati,” after
Saraswati, the goddess of arts and creativity who typically carries a
stringed lute called the veena. The show traces the instrument as
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it spread throughout India, Burma, Korea, and Indonesia, and
was adapted into instruments such as the Indian sitar and the
Korean kayagum. Malkuni has traveled across Asia recording
performances that will be incorporated into the exhibition and
will be triggered by plucking the strings of interfaces represent-
ing the various instruments.

One of Makkuni’s most ambitious proposals is “The World as
Woman Temple,” dedicated to celebrating female deities across
cultures and religions. “Many objects—such as pots and vases—
have feminine attributes,” he says. “When used in interfaces, these
qualities can inspire feelings of tenderness and compassion.” The
plan for the exhibition’s centerpiece is a bamboo-lacquered
sculprure, between s0 and 100 feet long, representing the universal
goddess in repose. The sculpture will be decorated from head to toe
with depictions of goddesses from different religious traditions.

By incorporating traditional forms and processes into his work,
Makluni hopes to preserve the irreplaceable wisdom that his
country has accumulated over generations. Although outsourcing
may provide jobs, Makkuni has spent enough time in the West to
know that economic prosperity does not always equal inner peace.
“There is a certain euphoria abour the rate of development,” he says.
“But let’s not get into the idea that technology and globalization
will make us all happy and there will be no death and suffering. If
you just blindly accept only these external ideas and objects and
rely on them to bring you happiness, then sooner or later you are
in for asurprise.”

If Makkuni’s work sometimes creates controversy, he doesn't
seem to mind. When the Eternal Gandhi exhibition traveled to
Mumbai, India’s center of business and finance, Makkuni ordered
atraditional mud hut built in the center of the elegant National
Gallery of Modern Art. The hut is a simple shelter but rich in
symbolism, and it makes efficient use of local materials—in this
case, a thick coating of cow dung. “The village mud was now in
the middle of a modern museum,” he says, chuckling with glee.
“Museums often neglect the olfactory, and now the visitors were
able to enjoy this beautiful fragrance.” @
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Ranijit Makkuni, Eternal Gandhi Multimedia
Museum, allestimento interattivo |
interactive exhibition, Sacred World
Research Laboratory, New Delhi, 2005,
Photos: Sacred World Research Laboratory,

Lekha Washington

invita alla personalizzazione, che si tratti di versare acqua sul Linga,
simbolo fallico di Shiva sulle rive di Varanasi, o di versare acqua sui Buddha
di Yangon o di aggiungere foglie d’oro sui Buddha di Bangkok.

Mentre gli occidentali non hanno alcun problema a interagire con il design
di prodotti in ‘black and beige’, incontrano delle difficolta a interagire con
gli oggetti di un museo. In Asia, in diretto contrasto con |'oggetto
intoccabile, I'attenzione viene rivolta alla personalizzazione e alla cura
dell’'oggetto e dell'immagine. La gente fa si che I'immagine sia parte di sé.

L. S.: Per alcuni dei suoi progetti ha collaborato con aziende
italiane di design. Se ben ricordo all’Eternal Gandhi Museum ha
utilizzato alcune lampade del marchio Flo e alcune creazioni delle
vetrerie di Murano. Che ne pensa dell’industria italiana del design
odierna?

R. M.: Sono sempre rimasto sbalordito dalla creativita mostrata dai
designer italiani nel trasformare un‘idea artistica in un mercato, o in molti
casi, dalla capacita delle aziende italiane nel creare un nuovo mercato.
Cosi come hanno solcato un nuovo terreno nel design dei mobili sarebbe
meraviglioso se arricchissero i loro prodotti con motivi, disegni e oggetti
artigianali provenienti dai diversi paesi del mondo.

Un altro motivo per cui ammiro enormemente il design italiano sta nel
fatto che mentre il mio lavoro é finito principalmente nei musei, stimo e
apprezzo la capacita di trasformare i valori in modo tale da far si che il
manufatto finisca nelle case della gente, su larga scala. L'industria italiana
e riuscita in tale intento.

L. S.: C"@ un designer del passato o del presente che apprezza
particolarmente?

R. M.: Molti. E a diversi livelli: dall’'espressione astratta alla
personalizzazione delle forme, all’artigianato.

Ammiro Louis Kahn per la sua capacita di ricreare spazi imponenti
basandosi sulle tecniche di costruzione disponibili in India e in Bangladesh
come nel caso degli edifici da lui progettati a Dacca e Ahmedabad.
Ammiro Cartier per aver ripristinato I'ornamento dando il via alla
personalizzazione delle forme nei dispositivi mobili dell’epoca: I’orologio
gioiello da tavolo e |'orologio da polso.

L. S.: Questa rivista si rivolge anche agli studenti di design. Che
consiglio darebbe a un giovane designer?

R. M.: Per quanto riguarda la creazione di un curriculum in materia di
design, cosi come la famosa massima di Vitruvio intende il design quale
“merce, solidita e diletto”, sara importante integrare la forma e la
funzione, le arti e le scienze, la capacita di ragionare ma anche di lasciare
la presa.






