1 – Project name

The Digital Kami:  A series of digital installations based on human relationships with the environment.

2-Contact Information

1-Carrie Morris

emorr@umich.edu
734 545 0589

810 West Huron, Apt #1, Ann Arbor, MI 48103

2-Russ Kuhner

rkuhner@umich.edu
734 904 2048

1508 Gilbert Court, Ann Arbor, MI 48105

3 – Participating Students

Russ Kuhner –Media Arts, School of Music - Russell Kuhner is a digital media artist who is currently working towards a master’s degree in the Media Arts program at the University of Michigan's School of Music. He also received his undergraduate degree from Michigan's School of Music, in the Performing Arts Technology program. Russell completed two internships in New York City, one in the summer of 2003 with experimental filmmaker Abigail Child, and the other during the summer of 2005 with the non-profit, off Broadway theater and media group 3-Legged Dog, which was supplemented by a workshop with Troika Ranch. Russell's artistic focuses are the composition of electronic music and video art, and their integration into performance and installation works.

Carrie Morris – School of Art & Design – Carrie Morris comes to the MFA program in Art & Design with a background as a director of experimental theater and film. Her current work at University of Michigan involves video installation, puppetry and the arrangement of people, space and time. Several favorite recent projects include collaborating with two Art & Design faculty on a 2-story shadow puppet tableau installation in an former monastery in Surinam, South America; directing DON’T BLINK!, an episodic puppet show performed weekly during the month of August in an empty parking lot on State and Washington; and re-wiring a Teddy Ruxpin doll connected to the internet to “communicate” with a viewer via Apple Speak and AOL Instant Messenger. She recently completed a six-woman endurance performance for the Water Show at the School of Art & Design. 

Mike Yun – Landscape Architecture, School of Natural Resources  - Michael Yun is a first year Master's of Landscape Architecture student here at U of M.  He hopes to integrate the principles of restoration ecology and conservation biology into conscientious urban and rural designs.  Michael has spent the last several years recording experimental rock records, setting up a biology teaching lab, woofing, making lithographs, collages, sound installations and drawing trees.

Tao Zhang - Landscape Architecture, School of Natural Resources - With a background of Ecology and Environment Science, Tao is pursuing a Masters degree in Landscape Architecture. He has been doing research on complex ecosystem modeling and GIS (Geographic Information Systems), and his interests lie in landscape design, and human perception of landscape and landscape change. He is also interested in how we can combine technology and nature in ways that will improve our environment and help achieve a sustainable ecosystem. 

4 – Project Objective or Research Question

A collaborative space is one in which both the user and the landscape can interact in order to author new meanings and experiences. Our collaboration will focus on the creation of an interactive experience installed unobtrusively within Nichol’s Arboretum via non-destructive installation techniques, wireless technology and alternative energy sources. These installations will highlight local land management issues and processes, environmental concerns and themes relevant to human interactions with the land, including the community’s spiritual connection with this landscape.

   We will examine key issues facing Nichols Arboretum such as: invasive species, storm water runoff & water quality, prairie management, community connection and stewardship of the space. These issues will inform the development of a series of rich media installations that will make this information visible and audible. In choosing the medium of technology to convey these concepts to our audience, a medium usually perceived as fragmenting or mediating one’s experience of nature, we will author a more complete connection to the world around us, and teach the public not only about the Arb, but also about land management and ecology on a larger scale.
5 – Project Description

We have organized the primary activities of the project into three categories, listed here as they would occur chronologically over the course of the semester: data collection, fabrication and distribution. During the first stage, data collection, we will gather information about the Arb to inform us of the dynamics within this landscape, which will influence the shape of our final work. This data will range from the research and collection of remote sensing and GIS data available on the Arb to historical research of the chosen installation sites to gathering visual documentation of the natural and man-made processes occurring in the Arb and interviewing users about their experience in the Arb to further understand human interaction in the landscape. We will also compile examples of figures and deities in various belief systems based on natural spirits (Icelandic elves, English fairies, Cambodian forest spirits) for future comparison with the Ann Arbor user community and experience as articulated in surveys done in the past about the Arb. In addition, we will continue to research precedents for the type of experience we are trying to install and establish dialogues with other artists who have presented in this space.

The second stage of our primary activities is the fabrication and installation of these exhibits. We have identified six sites we will be working specifically with and the works that will be created for each.
 These sites are listed below as we believe a viewer entering the landscape would see them in a narrative way.

1-Shrine to natural deities in Peony Field – based on Japanese shrines and the prayer messages left by the users of that shrine, this would be a simple structure with small figures based on deities related to spiritual beliefs in natural forces. The viewer will enter the space, leave an offering to the shrine and receive more information about the different installation sites in the park. Taking the form of puppets and small sculptural figures, each deity would direct the viewer to a specific installation it is associated with (see list organized by elements below).

2-Earth - School Girl’s Glen/Flash Flood Projection Display – An area of extremely heavy erosion due to flash floods, at times up to 1 cubic meter a day. School Girls Glen is an area recently managed in order to stop this massive erosion. Flash flood erosion is a process rarely seen by the human eye, though the affects of it, especially in SGG, can be extensive. In this exhibit, motion sensors would be used to trigger a video projection of a flash flood, which would wash through the glen and over the viewer, giving a sense of the scale of these events and the speed at which they can happen. 
3-Water - Huron River at Nichols Drive and Glen Drive Audio Installation – A series of instruments monitoring various characteristics of the river (such as temperature, velocity, PH levels, light penetration) would be linked to a software system designed to translate this hard data into sound using synthesis techniques in Max/MSP. These sounds would then be manipulated as the measurements vary.  A variation in temperature would change the pitch or timbre of the sound being produced, changes in the river’s velocity would increase or decrease the tempo of the audio piece, etc. The information will be translated into a continuous audio work, which would change in response to the changes in the Huron River.  The audio will be recorded and reviewed after major environmental changes occur (after a heavy rain, for example).  Highlights from these recordings will be included in our web presence. 

4-Fire – Prairie Burn Video Projection Display – Documentation of the prairie burn will be edited into a short video that will be triggered by the entrance of a user into the prairie space. The projection will illustrate the burn and give the viewer a chance to visualize the results of a before and after stages of the prairie, helping them understand why fire is an important land management tool. 

5-Air – Forest for the Trees Remote Sensing Data Display –Looking at current fluctuations in temperature over the seasons, it becomes apparent that the prairie temperature fluctuates much more than the temperature of the forest, which usually remains more stable. Tracking why and how this heat is retained or lost due to airflows is a process we will translate into a visual display within the forest itself. Remote Sensing data would be collected in order to get concrete visual evidence of changing temperature (air and current flows) between the forest (which we believe to be a more stable median) and prairie (which we believe will represent the extremes of this data). 

6-MISC./Biological Processes - Oak Stand Invasive Species Display - In order to draw attention to the large problem invasive species pose to their native counterparts, we will implement an interactive sound installation within the Oak Stand between the bottom of the main valley and the prairie.  We will place motion sensors at the base of many trees in and around this stand in order to construct an environment where the presence of human motion will trigger audio files utilizing Max/MSP. These audio samples will be designed to emulate the nature of the tree species providing the trigger such as: native tree species emitting warm, pleasing sounds, and invasive tree species will emitting sharp, dissonant sounds.  As the audience moves randomly within the installation they will aurally experience the biodiversity and complexity of the plot.  As users walk through this landscape, the sounds will combine to form an improvisational composition.
The final stage of this work will be the distribution of the installations and the documentation of the data and work we have produced. The sites would ideally be exhibited first in an opening event mid to late April, then open weekends for a three-week period (more collaboration and discussion with Bob Grese and staff of the Arb will be necessary before we will concretely decide on a specific exhibit duration). The project team members would facilitate turning these installations on and off, and the management and maintenance of the equipment. 

The second method of distribution is a permanent web presence, which would function as an extension of the physical sites while they were on display. The website will contain live video feeds of each site will the installation is active, including 360-degree views of the sites using QuickTime VR. All research collected about the Arb will be displayed on this site, as well as documentation of our process, making it a valuable resource for future scientific and artistic projects. 
In terms of our academic semester, this project would count as PAT 513, Interdisciplinary Collaboration II, one of the core courses required for Russ Kuhner’s Master’s degree, while the final web site would be used as one of the final projects in Mike and Tao’s SNRE 582, Visualizing the Landscape.

Collaboration:

There are two types of collaboration that will occur in this project – the collaboration between the project team and the collaboration between the public and the exhibits themselves. Simply writing up this proposal has taught the team about the nature of processes behind landscape construction and design, public awareness and perception of a natural space, large-scale outdoor installations and translating metaphor into experience. Being given the opportunity to put these ideas into practice is an invaluable part of our education. We know we will continue to learn and grow in all of these areas as the project develops, and probably discover some new materials and processes as well.

6 – Equipment and Resource Requirements

Projectors and housings for outdoor installation

Light bulbs, sockets (types dependent on energy source, tba)

Web or security camera – for motion sensing 

Projection surfaces – reflective plastic

Puppet materials – possibly thin metal or hard plastic

Speakers & housings

Motors

Fiber optic cables

Microcontrollers

Hardware for wireless connections for several different installation sites, for computer, sound & live video feed

Photosensitive switches

Drive space – to edit video and sound, the GROCS lab would be essential to our composition of the visual and audio elements of this work, as well as storage while in the early stages of data collection.

Server space for the final website

Video and sound editing software

7 – Faculty Advisement 

Elona Van Gent (faculty, School of Art & Design) has been incredibly supportive and enthusiastic about the project since it was first mentioned to her. Her interest and experience articulating scientific research methods and data into compelling aesthetic visual choices is an invaluable asset to this team. As the project runs through each stage as outlined in part 4, Elona will advise the team on conceptual and thematic cohesiveness, consistent aesthetic visual and aural language and guide us toward achieving a unified vision. The team will email her weekly progress reports and meet with her every other Friday in order to exhibit work in progress and get feedback.
8-References

Bob Grese, SNRE faculty and director of Nichols Arboretum, has met with the project team members (and is advisor for one of them) and has offered his support, advise, suggestions and abilities as one of the Arb’s administrative and management team. 

Michael Rodemer, an Art & Design faculty, is experienced in micro-processing programming and technology, is currently an advisor to one of the project team members and a teacher to others. His consultation will help troubleshoot any production problems the team may have fabricating the interactivity portion of these installations.

Peter Osler is a landscape faculty member who met with several members of the team in order to advise and educate the team about the nature of natural and constructed landscape and different design elements to consider when thinking about both. He has been a wealth of information and recommendations. 

Jacob Richman – PAT Master’s student, Jacob has offered his advise as a former GROCS grant award winner (winter ’05).

Artistic Precedents:

Janet Cardiff’s Her Long Black Hair – public walk & audio tour in New York City’s Central Park

Miyazaki’s film Spirited Away
Shinto Shrines

Cirque du Soleil

Michael Rodemer’s Arboreal Line series

