The Pentagram Archive Project
Written by Josh Nimoy Aug 2003
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History: I don’t do “play.”

The “Pentagram Archive” is an interactive data sculpture. It is a piece of software that sits on a PC or Macintosh computer- delivered through the Internet and CD ROM. This project was proposed to partner Lisa Strausfeld with the name “Play.” The intention was perhaps that Pentagram’s website might enjoy the addition of fun toys, or a more engaging and edgy interface design. Lisa accepted the project with plans to put a different spin on it: how can one appropriate this data and present it visually so that the viewer can gain a clearer or unique understanding? The data became Pentagram’s archive, a collection of past design works dating all the way back to before 1972, the year Pentagram became a company in London. During the time of planning this project, designer Josh Nimoy was hired and brought in to be the primary caretaker of the newly renamed “Pentagram Archive” project. As Lisa had put her own play-less spin on the project, so did Nimoy, deciding to frame the project not from within the context of the web or Internet, but to keep it more freeform. This project was research; the client was Pentagram. At the summer 2003 Pentagram partner’s conference in Berlin, Strausfeld presented the first printed mockups, stating first, “I don’t do play,” a phrase that lives on.

Towards the end of the experiment, the software slowly found its place. Lisa had shown the software during a concept presentation with the Seattle Art Museum to demonstrate different ways to structure data collections, keeping a copy with her on her laptop. The piece was installed around the Pentagram office during conversations as an informal musing; ironically, as play.

Bottom-Up: The Artificial Lives of Metadata

From the point of view of users, the archive has four buttons. At the bottom right corner, there is a zoom button. If you click the zoom button once, it will turn the mouse’s zooming behavior off. Click it again and the zoom will re-enable itself. At the bottom left corner there were four buttons, one for each scene. Clicking these buttons effectively changed the desired formation of the data living on the screen. Pressing the escape key quits out of this full screen program.

Josh’s plan was to start developing a graphical environment for displaying data objects, while bringing into consideration the many humans that would need to use the software. There were talks of re-using the software for other data. In response, Nimoy designed a database scripting language that was editable in Simple Text. Coordinator Sarah White worked to curate and populate a prototype dataset- three projects per partner. While Nimoy was designing and building the system, Jiae Kim and Lisa Strausfeld grew interested in the programming system he was using, and requested a workshop. The code being used to build the Pentagram Archive was being written on top of a more generalize template that Josh fashioned for the group, loosely referred to as “Pentagram C++.” The innerworkings of this template were taught to Lisa Strausfeld, Jiae Kim, and David Lu. As the Pentagram Archive project continued being developed, it grew further and further away from the original template until the two had little similarities. In order to be able to accommodate emergent design needs, Josh took a similar development philosophy as the ALICE artificial intelligence project: Messy code. Following writings by Danny Hillis responding to the brittle nature of modular design, the Pentagram Archive’s inside-architecture was kept in a very flat, shapeless form. No coding would be considered “off-brand.” This way, Nimoy was able to promise that there would never be a metaphor conflict between the digital craftsmanship, and the design. Lisa bought a copy of Emergence by Steven Johnson and handed it to Josh saying it was “Wolfram-Lite.”

Scene One: Timeline

Distributing the bodies in a rectilinear grid, left being the oldest and right being the newest, was a very natural thing to do. Zoomed out, one can clearly see a bell curve of works – the middle being 2000. In each local year column, items are vertically ordered by partner name. Move the mouse over the items and they draw lines between themselves and items of work done by the same Pentagram partner. The motivation for this scene was that chronological order is very important.

Scene Two: Soup

Josh attempted to mimic some of the behaviors of Strausfeld’s past project, Perspecta. After discussing the associations between Pentagram archive items and their categories, it was clear that visual bodies needed to shift around to show immediate associations prompted by clicking behavior (as a metaphor for attention). And so scene two shows a soup of data, where items live in the same atmosphere as symbols of their categories. Each item is defaultly tied to its first-listed category, and lays close in proximity to that category. Try clicking any of the categories and you might see items from seemingly random places on the screen emerge from the junky mess to join this category. What is happening? The soup expresses the new immediate associations by adjusting the category ties. Josh Nimoy designed the data to smoothly animate, as if it were a collection of physical objects floating on water.

Scene Three : Place

Similar to the motivation for the timeline, the world map view is a classic favorite. A map of the world’s political boundaries appears on the screen, and places each archive piece onto its according latitude and longitude. From a zoomed out view, one could clearly gage that most of Pentagram’s work has been done in the East Coast of the United states, and Europe – particularly the UK. There were very little Asian, African, or South American locations. It is often noted that this view is incredibly illegible, due to the overlapping texts. Perhaps this is the consequence of not spreading one’s projects out all over the world. 

Scene Four: Self Curating Collection

In late July 2003, Lisa Strausfeld’s team was met with the opportunity to integrate projects into less effort. The Pentagram Archive was already being considered for completely different sets of data. This time, the question was whether or not the archive could express an overhanging concept of data objects capable of self-organizing through viewer interaction. Scene Four was added to the archive in attempt to express this idea for projects with Walker Art Center, Halstead, and particularly Seattle Art Museum. As explained in a possible scenario, a viewer sees only one piece at a time, and then chooses directions to other related works, organized similarly to a neural network. This choice event is akin to Amazon’s “People who liked this book also liked those …” interface. In a zoomed out view, one can see the chaotic scribblings of a person jumping from item to item based on non-geographic connections. The idea was to get away from traditional categorizations in the design of exhibitions. In this archive scene, viewers can click from piece to piece, and a line of text will be drawn from the first item to the second item, saying “is not related to” or “was done by the same designer as” or “was in the same city and is the same color as”, and so on.

Editing the Content


Although the actual Mac and PC software installs cannot be easily recompiled, the media content contained within the software is easily edited by anyone with Simple Text or Notepad. In the media folder, open the text file entitled database.txt. In this file, you will see all of the information formatted in a special way. This file is opened and parsed by the Pentagram Archive during the beginning of its running time. In the file, each section is separated by a pound (#) sign on its own line. Field names are presented in any order, and always begin a line. Field names are separated by their actual values with a colon (:). There can be more than one value for any field. Separate these values with a comma (,). If any of the field name text, or value text contains an ACTUAL pound, colon, or comma, then you can preserve the text by putting a backslash (\) before it. Likewise, if you need to type a backslash, then put a backslash before it (\\). In order to add an image with an item, the image must be cropped to 128x128 pixels and saved as an RGB, interlaced RAW file in the images_128 folder. The same file must then be resized as 32x32 pixels and saved as the same format in the images_32 folder. The image name (minus the “.raw” at the end) is what you record as the value of the “image” field. In order to find out what to put for the “coordinates” field, you can enable a temporary mouse coordinate viewer (explained next). It is merely a tool for finding the X and Y coordinates on the screen.

#

title:Matthew Barney\:The Cremaster Cycle Book

partner:J Abbott Miller

designer:Roy Brooks

year:2002

month:March

color:Grey,White,Green,Black

category:Book

clienttype:Museum

client:Solomon R Guggenheim Museum

location:New York

image:cremaster_cover  ( points to a .raw file in images
Coordinates:332,263    ( from map-coordinate-display
#

Tweaking the Behavior

In order to change the way the Pentagram Archive software behaves, there has been a repository of on-off switches established in a file in the media folder entitled defaults.txt. In this file, the only three characters read by the archive software are the first three. In the below example, you see the number one hundred at the top of the file. There should be no spaces or returns preceding this. Also note that it is not the number 100, it is actually three on-off switches; more accurately referred to as one-zero-zero. The rest of this file is just my comments which explain what each of these three switches will toggle. One sets the initial state of the zoom button, while the second enables a special screen saver mode, while the third turns the mouse coordinate tool on and off.
100

------------------------------------------

attention, this human-readable file is also

parsed by the pentagram archive app (it only

looks at the first bytes in the file,

then exits).

------------------------------------------

ok, lemmy explain:

*

zoom-mode - the bottom right toggle button's

start-state in the program.

*

the first number can either be a 1 or a 0. 


1 : zoom-mode is defaultly ON.


0 : zoom-mode if defaultly OFF.

*

screensaver-mode - a fun self-animating mode

for cocktail parties.

*

the second number can either be a 1 or a 0.


1 : screensaver-mode is ON.


0 : screensaver-mode is OFF.

*

map-coordinate-display - a tool used to add new

map locations to the database.txt entries.

*

the third number can either be a 1 or a 0.


1 : map-coordinate-display is ON


0 : map-coordinate-display is OFF.
