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However impressive the present forms of display technology and speed of information transfer may be,
important aspects relating to the physical dimensions of Man have been ovetlooked by the modern worksta-
tion. The workstation disembodies the learner. Presentations become “screen-centrie”, The workstation
becomes the focus of people’s offices and homes. While the bits on”theieomputer screen arc animated and
rich, the learner’s body is usually static. Interaction is redueed to button pushing while the expressive poten-
tial of the human hand is completely ignoted. The sense of touch is reduced to mete mouse-clicks. Despite
the hundreds of hand positions that are possible, interactions with current learning syStems are reduced to
point and click and button-pushing,

Given that a considerable amount of time of.modern man is spent with devices, and that our bodies are
continuously engaged with computing, we ask: How do werestore gestures to provide kinaestheti¢ forms of
interaction with digital content? What are the relations between the forms of hand-held interfaces corre-
sponding to the dimensions and spaces created by the hand and body? How can we incorporate the attributes
of texture, palpability, and tactility in the design of hand-held interfaces?

Hence, thirty years after the invention of GUI, we re-question GUI, and re-examine the relationship of
the human body to physical interfaces with the digital media. We explore new bridges between physical and
virtual spaces, new graspable, touchable, adegnable interfaces to give users kinaesthetic contact with. the
learning content.

The Techno-Traditional Man Divide: Towatds Cultural Computing

In our contemporary world, there is a lot of ‘interest in creating new markets in devéloping nations, and
within those nations, bringing computation to new markets in villages: While it will be amazing for avillager
to experience the magic of computing, couldn’t we ensure that we dof’t accidentally dump “black and beige™
boxes, or dump windows into the developing socicties? The products and interfaces developed by the Cross-
ing Project serve as a benchmark for the standards for computing in traditional society.

Ancient cultures relate to nature differently. Kalidas, the great poet,'saw cloudsas a love messenger. To
twelfth-century India, the dark clouds were seen as symbols of fertility. The'notion of desktop, “point and
click” and overlapping windows re-inforce the divide. Building computing tools for developing cultures
requires a total re-thinking of the notion of the user interface.

Does button-pushing apply to nature-based-cultures? If we
can realise that traditional societies have well-established, time-
tested aesthetic and technical bases, can aesthetics and values of
traditional societies and developing nature shape the form of
modern computing tools?

In order to create a language of computing appropriate for
traditional society, the Crossing Project deconstructed GUI and
evolved a space of interaction exploring gestures, body-friendly
and mythology-friendly forms. Culturally reflective computing
may be an important key in making technology accessible across
the divide. Designing at the edge of material and mythological
dimension is a way to ensure that technology is accessible to a
great majority of people.

The Crossing Project suggests a new generation of cultural computing; ‘but its relevance goes beyond
developing nations to include modern techno-society as well. Traditional-societies teach us the important
perceptions of the body and how postures and gestures, and the practice of.att, can.invoke states of well-
being and healing,

The world’s first user interface designers were craftspeople. Their work carties sophisticated notions of
“narrative,” notions of time and space, notions of tactility and touch. Given.the-high concentration of arts,
crafts and “analog” talent in developing nations, perhaps the next computing innévation may arise from
traditional societies. They may provide us that valuable second chance to-get computing right and achieve a
synthesis between modern and traditional cultures.

(This text was previously published by the author. All photosicatirtesy of the author <www.sacredworld.com>)




Did Post-Information Society do
away with Hands?

Futuristic Interfaces in the Crossing Project

Against the backdrop of modern, mobile multimedia computing, we present a vision of how the time-
tested visions of developing nations and ancient living cultures can shape the form of future information
technology. Just as the Internet is a symbol of modern society’s notion of connection, in traditional socicties,
large gatherings around a physical and psychical centre, such as pilgrimages, illustrate an alternative, time-
tested notion of interrelationships and connections. Images of a large group of worshippers coming down
the Banaras Ghats and collectively dissolving into the Ganges River represent 2 yision of man’s relationship
with nature at the larger level. In contrast, modern society’s mobile computing.is yet another notion of
distributed connection in a secular environment. The Crossing Project ifitersects these two to create a new
form of art.

Banaras - Kashi - the oldest living city in the world, is described as a microcosm of Indian civilizatiof.
The countless myths, symbolic meanings, philosophical interpretations, and patterns of collective memory
that have accrued around the city have given Banaras a distinctive persenality;a citywhich englobes the whole
of existence. It is a place where life is relished to the fullest, and fear of death is conqueted, and where many
choose to die to attain spontaneous liberation. Banaras also reptesents a meeting of the dimension of
intellect and the heart. Spirituality is the great leveler, for in Banaras all are equally naked in the dip in the
Ganges. The unique context of Banaras” past and its living present makes Kashi an appropriate domain for
the exploration of future technology.

The Crossing Project explores alternate paradigms of infor-
mation access, integrating the hand and the body in the act of
computer-based communication and learning. With respect to
pilgrimage, the project brings to focus a traditional society’s
notion of eco-cosmic connection through multimedia,
technology-based connections. With respect to design, it incor-
porates the skills of traditional crafts in the design of expres-
sive information devices.

Rich as the images displayed by modetn computing may be,
the act of interacting with the computer has essentially disem-
bodied the user. The Crossing Project, hence, is questioning a
thirty-year-old assumption: the invention of GUI fundamen-
tally created a separation of the hand and the eye.

Yet, all the arts teach us that the hand.and eye are in an
inseparable relationship. The ecalligtapher’s’ brush, the sitar
playet’s stroke, the dancer’s gesture all illustrate the integral
hand-eye relationship. If we are to recognise that the artist is
that person who displays intelligence in both intellect and the
body, and one who is fully expressive with his.body, then body
is central to the act of communication and interaction. It is
precisely this connection that modern information technology
has lost. Chinese calligraphy shows us how the gesture:is visible
on the painting, From the sitar tone we can deduce the pluck-

ing gestures of the artist. Given sucha central role for the hands, we ask, “Did post industrial-society do away
with hands?”

The GUI created the desktop computing paradigm, which, in turn, led to the design of the present form
of learning system: the learner interacts with a digital document presented on a workstation using hardware
(television monitor. kevboard and mou ; ' i i '
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RanjitMakkunisis. a.multimedia visionary, designer, musician, and President of The
Sacred World Foundation, where he leads an interdisplinary team of designers,
scholars,artists, programmers and scientists. For 17 years he has been a leading
researcher.at.the prestigious.Xerox Palo Alto Research Center,and is currently the
director of the Gandhi Multimedia Museum in New Delhi. In his work he seeks to
bridge multiple worlds, between technology and culture, techno-Man and
traditional'Man, ‘and between the'developed and developing worlds.






