The Minerva Project

(This is a draft proposal written by Barnaby Evans for initial internal review by Mark. Michelle, and Zoz based on the jointly developed project developed out of the IAP class, Inventing Events.   This is not yet ready for distribution, but I would appreciate your review comments, etc.   Zoz in particular look at page 3 to see if the proposal for a virtual Minerva, might make technical sense from the resources potentially available at MIT.)

The first session of the Inventing Events IAP class revealed a number of deeply felt needs on campus: a lack of social cohesion and solidarity, an absence of a social place for the students to gather, a general lack of ritual or communitas on campus, a preoccupation with studying and classwork and an overly strong immersion of the students into their work and work groups.   The MIT tradition of Hacks was discussed with its anonymity, subversion, subtlety, surprise, originality, humor and its valorization of the intellectual challenge was opposed to the usual elements of ritual, such as its inclusive participation, cohesive institutionalization, its ceremony and spectacle, its scheduled and anticipated repetition, its elegant hierarchy, and its sensual appeal.   The loss of Lobby 7 as a social space and the general disuse of Killian Court was noted.   Positive examples of successful events included the Infinite Dinner, the Johnson Games, the 6.270 competitions, etc.

The Minerva Project worked up by the IAP group, starting from Zoz’s proposal, has the capacity to address the social needs identified by the students and also to serve as an armature for several of the other proposals including Sonia’s Floral Carpet and James’ Social Dancing Festival.   Based on the original Bosworth plans for Killian Court and the historic dedication ceremonies designed by Ralph Adams Cram in 1916 [The Masque of Power] Zoz proposed constructing the originally planned reflecting pool and the 55’ tall statue of Minerva (the Roman embodiment of the Greek Athena).   The site and scale of the original pool(s) requires research, but the existing topography would easily accommodate a 66’ x 66’ (or longer) reflection pool on axis with the central door entering Killian Court from Lobby 10.   The central rectangular depression is between 18 and 22 inches deep and appears level (at least east to west, it may slope down to the south).  A low coffer dam staked into the raked east, north and west slopes and a larger south coffer dam could support a rubber membrane that would be filled with water to form an overflowing reflective pool.   The water surface could be in the exact plane of the existing tapis vert, raised or lowered.  

The central classical MIT façade beneath the main dome and the two North/South allees of elm trees would be reflected in the pool.  The facades, the dome and the tree trunks and canopies would be illuminated.  The forecourt at the foot of the Lobby 10 steps, the two side allées of trees, the grass terrace along the proposed pool parallel with the trees, the central courtyard south of the proposed pool and the two adjacent courtyards, du Pont Court to the west and Lowell Court to the east are all potential sites for additional activities.   These spaces incorporate the variety of spaces needed for a successful event place –- containment, a varying intimacy gradient, the formal elements of passage, procession and dispersion, and a potential to produce a granularity of spatial events.

The scale, site, materials and location of the Minerva statue remain to be determined.  The contemporary Minerva could be freely interpreted, realized in alternative materials, be a frame structure, a virtual structure, or a light structure (light wire or LED assembly or laser projection or video projection on air, smoke, steam, or mist).   The illumination of the statue and the courtyard would be assisted with braziers burning wood as in Cram’s original Masque of Power.  These would not be mounted on the surrounding roof domes (as shown in Cram’s 1916 proposal drawing), but could be safely isolated as braziers mounted just above the surface of the reflecting pool.    The surrounding roofs (particularly the pediment above Lobby 10) provide additional opportunities for lighting, low-temp fire works, art installation, dancers, etc.  

[The original Masque featured a focused searchlight mounted on the main building on the old Boston campus and an answering searchlight on the main dome above Killian Court in Cambridge.  The Boston searchlight sought out the Main dome from across the river, kindled its light and then slowly faded as the newly lit Cambridge searchlight scanned the horizon and then lifted to point straight over head.   This symbolic passing of the torch from the Institute’s historical founding in Boston to its modern site, to the future represented by the sky overhead could be invoked at each inauguration of a new president.]

Other elements could easily be incorporated into the event place.  Sonia suggested a floral carpet (contained in pots).  Evans suggested a floral Minerva as a quote of Jeff Koon’s puppy.  Schuster observed that Vallencian floral carpets were often vertical as well.  James’ suggested inviting the many social dance groups and setting up dance places around the pool and amidst the trees.  The MIT dance groups include both enthusiasts and ethnic representation and free lessons would encourage social engagement.  Everyone agreed that free food was a strong attraction on campus.  The food also presents another opportunity to emphasize diversity.   Zoz suggested inviting the robotic and machine arts groups to participate as well as some of the LED artists who create work for Burning Man (in Black Rock City, Nevada).   Mark suggested the many MIT musical groups (from a cappella singing groups to instrumental ensembles, to the MIT Gamelan, to theatre groups).   

Rain contingency needs to be part of any proposal.  The effort of the entire installation and the desire to create a new social landscape and place on campus would suggest the wisdom of holding a series of events in Killian Court using the pool, the fires, and the Minerva statue as an armature for a series of evening and daylight transformations of the courtyard.  Perhaps over two weekends and the intervening week.  An issue associated with a longer term installation will be the need to re-sod the lawn under the pool, cut to the extended blocking of sunlight.   

The three faculty members each suggested a different approach.  Hughes suggested limiting and simplifying the elements to avoid confusion and to limit production difficulties and costs.  Schuster suggested that the conceptual framework of the event and its relation to MIT needed to be the motivating force.  Evans argued for the aesthetics of the event to be the primary factor and recommended the synergistic advantage of multiple elements and simultaneous or consecutive events in the site over time – spectacle would be needed to counter the large scale of Killian Court, variety and interest would be needed to keep visitors there long enough to make it a social space, and multiple participant groups would bring additional audiences, diversity, volunteers, and potential funding partners.  

Three additional potential elements:

“Fire Passage”:  Evans has been seeking a site for the installation of a series of flame arches situated in a pool.   The site he had been considering is the Killian Courtyard and this would be a logical addition to the overall installation on one of the evenings.

“FeuerSchreiben”:   Zoz has been proposing a firewriting project that would also work installed upon this pool.

“Virtual Minerva”:  The statue of Minerva (Athena) proposed by Bosworth and Cram was reported to be 50’ tall.  The association of Athena with technology and craftsmanship and knowledge is ancient and is also a rich tradition at MIT.  Why the proposed statue would be of the Roman Minerva, when most MIT references are to the Greek Athena is a curious question.  We are continuing research on the original proposal, but considering the neo-classical vocabulary of Bosworth’s building and Cram’s penchant for historical literalism (remember his refusal to allow life preservers on board the Bucentaur) it is likely that the intended reference is to the fabled (but lost) Phidias [Pheidias] sculpture of Athena that was the central internal feature of the Athenian Parthenon’s sanctuary.  This famous wooden statue, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, was called Athena Parthenos or Athena Polias and stood 41 feet tall.   I imagine they were proposing a 41’ statue on a 9’ pediment for Killian Court.  Many copies exist of the original, much acclaimed work including Roman copies titled Minerva.  Athena Polias held a 6’ figure of Nike (Victory) in her right hand and a spear in her left hand.  On her left side was balanced on the ground against her thigh was an enormous shield.    

I have been eager to experiment with a possibly new way of making laser projections in air using computer guided lasers.  This might be a logical and appropriate project for MIT and for the site of Killian Court.  Instead of using bright lasers that inherently form a line when the light beam is interrupted by smoke, haze, or steam, etc., I would like to use multiple lasers to create a three-dimensional (wireframe) model in space.  This would be done by linking multiple (10 to 20) low power lasers from multiple locations surrounding the projection space.   The more lasers the more dramatic the effect would be.  The idea is to use  many low power lasers moving in synchrony, but not projecting the same  ray trace in space so that the visible pixel of the image is not formed by the linear line of the laser, but the much brighter convergence at a single point of all 10 to 20 laser  beams.  This allows the lasers to be much smaller, lighter, safer, and lower power.  The field of 20 linear laser beams would be a much dimmer blur, but the combined lasers focused on a singular point would form the bright pixel in three dimensional space.  This bright focused point would be computed and followed in real space to trace out a three dimensional wire-frame form in empty space.  The synchronized lasers would then rapidly and repeatedly trace the wire frame model of Athena creating the virtual figure in real time and place.  

Here are some expanded notes from our discussions.  Please add corrections, additions, etc.

Potential Stakeholders in the Minerva Project:

Student Representation




Undergraduate



Graduate


Alumni/nae



Office of the Arts



Council on the Arts



Assoc. Provost of the Arts



Office of Special Events/Conference Services



Architecture/Special Events



Dept of Facilities



Media Lab



Artists




Artists in Residence



Artists on Faculty



Student Artists



Media Lab


MIT Alumni/ae Artists


Burning Man Artists (they are in Black Rock City through Labor Day 

MIT VP/Corporation - Kathryn Willmore 


MIT Museum


MIT Archive


Office of the President


Chancellor


Provost


MIT Security Services


Volunteers



Students


Staff


Faculty


Alumni/ae


Spouses of the above


Larger Community (?)

Social Design Issues:



Reclaim Killian Court as a social and ceremonial space


Create a social space to reintegrate the MIT community


Refer to the history of the development of Killian Court



Develop New Traditions and New Uses of Killian Court



Invocation / Consecration ceremonial opening of the school year



Use ritual to reintegrate the diverse and campus of MIT 



Use food as an attraction and as a method to represent campus diversity


Programatic Concerns:

Date Selection

History of Minerva

Minerva Competition

Food

Feature and showcase MIT Social and Ethnic Dancing Groups

Involvement of Ethnic Communities

Mark end of Orientation

Mark beginning of School Year

Bind together the community

Feature MIT A cappella Music and Choral Groups

Marketing Issues:

History of MIT

Museum Exhibition

Killian Court

Minerva

Arch Writers

Local Newspapers

Historical Periodicals

Alumni/ae Press

Sponsorship/Fundraising Possibities

MIT

Commencement

Inauguration

Alumni/ae

Alumni/ae Corporate

Corporate

Private donations

Facilities / Engineering Institutional Issues:

Weight Bearing

Sprinkler Systems

Substructure

Lawn Survival

Fire Code Issues

Public Safety

Insurance

Political Issues:




Authority -- top down approval



Cooperation -- bottom up respect and engagement



Integrity -- be careful to plan carefully and in detail and do what 


Potential People:




Ted Johnson



Gayle Gallagher



Catherine Wilmore


Budget Issues:


Lighting for facades, dome(?), tree canopies and trunks


Coffer Dam for interior depression and south wall.


Approximately 20" deep


Rubber Lining of Pool space approximately 66' x 66'


Bathrooms


Labor


Electrical Power


Fireworks


Minerva/Athena Statue


Free Braziers


Audio Installation Needs


Dance Floor Events on the side courts


Insurance


Security


Bathrooms


Signage and Publicity



Food to celebrate ethnic diversity



Boston Tango Society


Next Steps:




Initial Research




Historic Research - Jenny O'Neal MIT Museum



Plans of site - existing perhaps via Jon de Monchaux



Substructure



Make scaled plans of pond, dance floor areas, etc



Initial budget, and weight of the reflecting pool



Site Measurements



Photographs


Concept Mockup



Statement of Purpose



Dates of Coming Events



Proposed Dates



Pitch of Proposal to Kathryn Willmore




Barnaby, Zoz, 
Mark, Michelle

