center for advanced applications

infinity

Winter Research 2014-2015

In 2014-2015, The Center for Advanced Applications
(CAA) focused its research on the existential
quandaries present in our increasingly networked lives and cultures as well as the
pressures exerted on our time via the simultaneity of work, play and socialization.
Since media and product consumption is the driving force for economic exchange,
CAA has developed three consumer products that reflect upon these themes.
Commercials accompany the launch of each product. This work is being introduced
at the Art(ists) on the Verge 6 exhibition at the Soap Factory in Minneapolis, MN.

Infinity and Spinning
Pinwheels of Death

The Center for Advanced Application’s (CAA) newest
product, Infinity, makes visual reference to a class of
animated icons that user interface developers refer to
as activity progress indicators. These icons not only include the much maligned
spinning wheel (suggested by Infinity), but also the feared beach ball of death, the
hated marble of doom, the detested spinning watch, and others. 
When my computer displays a progress indicator, I think back to the time I spent
programming a virtual color pinwheel for the holistic health guru, Andrew Weil.
Visually, a pinwheel is nearly identical to a spinning beach ball, except for the
intentional blurring of colors which gives the beach ball an illusion of faster
movement. New Agers use a physical version of the pinwheel as a device for
meditation. When spun at seven rotations a second, the individual colors converge
to create white light. As a spiritual metaphor, it speaks to the human condition,
perpetually awaiting transfiguration in a supernova of light. 

Determinate and Indeterminate
Progress Indicators

The Macintosh’s spinning beach ball, however,
doesn’t rotate quickly enough, and when my
computer freezes up, I focus my surplus energy
onto the icon and fantasize that I can accelerate it to 7 hertz and make it disappear. 
Progress indicators are initiated in situations in which a user has to wait for a
computational process. There are two classes: determinate and indeterminate.
Determinate indicators, often represented by an animated bar, provide a visual
representation of how long a process has been running so that users can infer
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the remaining wait time. (But as everyone knows determinate indicators are
poorly designed and processes often take longer than what is represented.)
Though they bespeak a pure wasting of time, which—in a culture such as ours that
demands constant productivity—is attended with anxiety, determinate indicators
offer reassurances. They encourage us to be patient; they transform waiting into
expectation, precisely because they make time comprehensible. They fit within
the coordinates of the everyday, as there are numerous real world analogs to
determinate processes: the growing belly of a pregnant woman is an indication of
birth; a queue suggests the time to service; the countdown at crosswalks; etc. 

These CAA products appropriate and de-contextualize familiar images, objects, and
gestures. Indeterminate progress indicators, computer screens, smartphones and
advertising media become vehicles for reimagining our relationship to the world
around us. A computer software activity indicator is made real as a portable 3D
object that hints at the constant whirring of a global network beyond our control.
Black mirrors that mimic the size and shape of common computer and mobile device
screens reflect only their user’s image; they challenge the user’s desire to seek
meaning beyond the self. Metaphysical stone smartphones bridge the gap between a
techno-utopian promise and the innate human desire for meaning, knowledge, and
spirituality. 
In launching these products, the CAA reimagines our relationship to each other and
the forces of technological change that mediate our understanding of the world.
The Center acknowledges the inherent contradiction in its appropriation of familiar
forms and objects yet adopts these modes as a productive critical stance.
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Infinity references indeterminate
indicators, colloquially known as
throbbers. Despite being a subclass
of progress indicators, throbbers
in no way measure progress. They
are used in situations in which
the duration of a task cannot be
determined and foretell a wait
in which the length of time is
unknown. In contrast to determinate
indicators, real world analogs of
indeterminate waiting are less
obvious and less common. Beckett’s
Waiting for Godot provides an
existential example: Vladimir and Estragon, the protagonists of the play, endlessly
await Godot’s arrival. (One yearns for a progress bar that could display how much
time is left in their wait.) Death, of course, is a subtext of Beckett’s play, and death
underlies all forms of indeterminate waiting. Given the exigencies of existence,
we do not have a progress indicator to tell us how much time we have remaining.
Whoever first referred to the throbber as a beach ball of death, then, was clearly
struck by the cruel irony of such indicators. Fortunately, throbbers do not foretell
the imminence of one’s earthly demise, but as a symbol of the indeterminateness of
time, Infinity evokes the horizon of one’s existence and thus the proximity of death. 
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human community can even form around the solidarity in waiting.) In indeterminate
situations, by contrast, one is strikingly alone: Vladimir and Estragon might have
each other, but their experience is solitary. When one waits in anxious anticipation
for an activity indicator to disappear, one is utterly alone. 
The recurring motif of time travel, temporal
displacement and waiting in recent Hollywood
movies are symptomatic of this isolation that attends our electronic condition. In
Christopher Nolan’s retelling of 2001, Interstellar, a black hole is envisioned as a
spinning ball of fiery white light. In the movie’s concluding scenes, Cooper is found
floating in space and brought back to Earth. How many decades had passed before
he returned to the human community from which he was separated? Finding it
impossible to reintegrate into a world that’s left him behind temporally, with only an
obsolete talking box to keep him company, Cooper steals a spaceship and takes off
for the blackness of outerspace. In predictable Hollywood fashion, the implication
is that his love interest might still be waiting for him through the black hole. But isn’t
the more challenging interpretation that when faced with the shattering loneliness
and isolation of being reft from time and place, Cooper flees from the human world
that is not his own for the nothingness of space, for death. 

Narcissus’s
Malady

Narcissus stares longingly into his reflection, absorbed by the
promise of an idealized lover: himself. As Ovid tells it, the nymph
Echo calls back to him his own words, trying, in vain, to redirect his
infatuation with himself towards another. Incapable of intimacy, Narcissus devotes
all of his psychic energies to admiring an illusive image. When he finally tries to unite
with the object of his desire, he drowns. 
The myth of Narcissus, as Jacques Lacan reminds us, is not simply about the perils
of loving one’s self too much. Rather, the infatuation with one’s reflection points
to a far more dangerous kind of love: the love of nothing. Unable to escape from
a fixation with his idealized self, Narcissus remains in the realm of the imaginary, a
space of illusion and deceit that forever traps him. He misrecognizes himself in this
fleeting image and succumbs to its impossibility; his infatuation with the illusory
space of the imaginary is self-destructive. 
As we stare at our screens day in and day out, are we not a bit like Narcissus? We
meticulously build our profiles, curate our photographs, and fashion an image of
ourselves whose desirability far exceeds our lived experience. We obsessively send
out messages in the hopes of receiving a reply. But is the reply we seek not unlike
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Louis Althusser. Lenin and Philosophy (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2001).
Jonathan Beller. The Cinematic Mode of Production
(Lebanon, NH: University of New England Press, 2006).
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia
(New York: Penguin Classics, 2009).
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include film and media theory, documentary and avant-garde cinema, critical theory
and cultural studies, film and video production, and critical political economy. Her
research focuses on the intersections of financial capitalism and culture, particularly
visual culture, and she has published essays on this topic in a number of scholarly
and popular venues, including South Atlantic Quarterly, Film Philosophy, .Ephemera,
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Adamson is currently working on a book project that examines aesthetic resistance
in the cinema of the New Left in the context of the crises of industrial modernity and
the financialization of capitalism in the late 1960s and 1970s. 

Our illusions may not be real, but they have material effects. Their promise takes
hold of us, binding us to what Jonathan Beller has called the “attention economy.”
Central to the production of value in neoliberal capitalism, the appropriation of
our attention and harnessing of our desires through screen-based media drives the
Narcissus in us all. The realm of the imaginary is the primary factory of ideology,
according to Louis Althusser. Rather than understanding this ideology as a “false
consciousness,” Althusser used Lacanian psychoanalysis to help us understand that
“ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions
of existence” (109). If we cannot hope to get out of ideology, at least we can start to
recognize that we are in it. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari famously claimed that
capitalism produces a kind of schizophrenia that pervades our experience of reality;
yet contemporary capitalism simultaneously cultivates our narcissism, a destructive
attachment to a unified and idealized version of ourselves that compensates for our
fragmented existence. 
After Narcissus drowns in his glassy reflection, he is transformed into a flower that
grows along the marshy banks that he once used as his viewing platform. Like all of
the figures in Ovid’s epic tale of metamorphosis, nothing is either truly created or
destroyed, but is always in the process of becoming. Loosening our attachment to
our reflection, Visible is a tool that allows us, perchance, to make space for our
own transformation towards new modes of being that look nothing like us. Giving
into the desire to lose ourselves need not be the self-destructive act that it was
for Narcissus. 
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Made of Stone:
On Touching and Being
Touched by Touchstone

First of all a confession: I have never owned an iPhone.
I have nonetheless experienced and felt myself
susceptible to the allure of this most iconic of twenty
first century artifacts—at once object of consumer
desire, agent of seduction and, not least, communications device. Like many (most?)
people I have often thought about acquiring an iPhone. What, then, has held me
back? Perhaps I was deterred by the thought of yet another commodity jostling
for my attention (and money) in an already overcrowded capitalist marketplace.
Perhaps I feel ambivalent toward its instantly recognizable appearance and endlessly
reproducible form. Or perhaps I feel uneasy at the prospect that the iPhone and
other communications devices seem to hold out of being virtually connected to
everyone and everything in the world while being increasingly poor in tangible,
visceral, face to face connections with anyone or anything at all? Such, surely, is
the predicament experienced by more and more people today. Amid the clamor
of competing consumer goods and the frenetic demands of work and social life,
can we find an alternative to the promise or threat of a universal but disembodied
connectivity? What kind of device might answer to such a need? What might it look
like? Feel like? 
A change of perspective may be needed. The anthropologist Tim Ingold reminds us
that the multifarious material culture that surrounds us and pervades our lives can
be understood not just in terms of artifacts but also, equally importantly, in terms
of materials and their transformations. The manufactured objects on which many
of us depend are, he suggests, the effects of such transformations and represent
not their cessation—the definitive imposition of humanly wrought form upon inert
matter—but rather their temporary arrest or slowing down. What happens when an
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artifact like the iPhone is refashioned from materials other than the familiar and
ubiquitous plastic? What can be said to have changed? Certainly its appearance,
weight, density and tactile feel. The solidity and uniformity of its composition
contrast, too, with the altogether more complex and differentiated interior of the
‘original.’ Its functionality has also changed: the new artifact is no longer a device for
electronic communication (voice, text message, e-mail, internet etc.). It is, however,
not simply a matter of loss—arguably something has been added too. 



Jacques Lacan. Écrits (New York: W.W Norton & Company, 2002).

Jonathan Crary. 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep (Brooklyn, NY: Verso Books, 2013).

John Kim is a professor of new media theory and practice at Macalester
College. John has published widely on issues surrounding the history of
the computer and our changing experience of the natural world. As a new media
artist, John has shown work internationally at venues such as MassMOCA, DiaCenter
for the Arts, ISEA and Northern Spark. 
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The Center for Advanced Application’s Visible breaks Narcissus’s spell by
reconnecting us with the true object of our desire: nothing. Opaque, reflective
black glass available in familiar screen sizes, Visible is the antidote to Narcissus’s
malady. No longer can we use the screen as a looking glass that reflects back to
us an imaginary truth of ourselves. We must confront the emptiness of this twodimensional surface while acknowledging our own expectations of its promise. In
facing the nothing we desire, we open ourselves to new forms of desire, not beyond,
but through its flatness and opacity. What Visible promises is not the ability to
reunite with some truth outside the image: the idea that we can go through the
imaginary to unite with the real is the most dangerous fantasy, as Narcissus has
shown us. We are not in Plato’s cave; there is no outside of representation to which
we can escape. Nevertheless, with Visible we are invited to recognize the hypnotic
spell that our narcissism perpetuates and find solace in the emptiness on which it is
founded. 

And isn’t this our condition as well? We live in solitude and disconnection from
others. We are drawn in fascination to spinning indicators of endless time only to
recoil at the real conditions of our existence.


Author
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the voice of Echo? Repeating back to us what we already feel, know, and hope to be
true about ourselves, this affirmation only amplifies the idealized self-image that we
have constructed and intensifies our desire to unite with it one day. Our obsession
with the promise of this illusory image of ourselves leads to an addictive frenzy that
ultimately serves to isolate us further. If we fall prey to Narcissus’s folly, will we not
also drown in our own pathos? 

The Light of a Black Hole

In his book, 24/7, critical media theorist Jonathan Crary writes cogently about the
impoverishment of communities with the advent of media technologies that enable
non-stop communication and work. Despite a proliferation of ways to connect with
others virtually, social media evacuate a sense of being-in-common with others
that is required for the strengthening of human community. Referring to Sartre’s
concept of seriality, Crary writes that digital media have resulted in “the dispersal
of collectivity into an aggregate of discrete individuals who relate to each other
only on the basis of hollow or narcissistic identities” (24/7, 116). This atomization is
in evidence in the temporal suspensions produced by electronic media discussed
here. In determinate situations one is often accompanied or surrounded by others
as when one is in a line. (Inhabitants of former Eastern Bloc countries learned that

03

center for advanced applications

08

So what is it for, this new device, at once strange and familiar? Or perhaps that’s
the wrong question. Perhaps—with a nod to Spinoza (himself a subversively
materialist philosopher)—we should ask: what can this body of stone do? What
kind of connections does this radically reconfigured communications device
enable? The new materials—rose quartz, aventurine, sodalite—are themselves a
form of communication. That is to say, they are not ‘new’ materials at all. They
come trailing long histories of cultural associations, the accumulated traces of
the various human communities who have encountered and made use of them
over centuries or millennia, beginning long before the human invention of plastic
as a preferred medium of mass manufacture. Rose quartz with its connotations
of peace, healing, love and fulfillment. Aventurine, evoking the prospect of wealth
and success in competitive situations. Sodalite, the bringer of calm and mental
clarity. You can find inventories of various stones and their imputed qualities in the
pages in medieval lapidaries, in the treatises of alchemists, or, today, on the shelves
of New Age bookstores, as well as in the writings of anthropologists, folklorists
and cultural historians. You don’t need to look to the written word, though, —
these same associations have long been more broadly present in our culture, in
popular aesthetics and everyday discourse. The stones themselves are nodes of
interconnection, placing us in communication with a host of other times and places. 
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successive human communities have projected their own meanings; rather the
material properties of stones have influenced and infused the human imaginings that
have sprung from them. Touching Touchstone you are reminded that the story of this
present-day artifact, crafted to assuage the anxieties of early twenty first century
life, reaches back into an aeons long geologic prehistory —that of the terrestrial
globe itself as the precondition of all human making. The solidity and apparent fixity
of the object you are handling are, in fact, the result of often violent geological
processes—volcanic eruptions, magmic surgings, forceful foldings and refoldings of
the earth’s crust. 
Earth scientists and more recently humanities scholars have taken to informing
us with increasing frequency that we live in what has come to be called the
“Anthropocene” era. The phrase is intended to call attention to the magnitude of
humanity’s environmental impact by suggesting that humans—at least since the
industrial revolution and the burning of fossil fuels on a massive scale—have come to
represent a geological epoch in their own right. If Touchstone transforms a globally
familiar contemporary device by replicating its form through the medium of stone
rather than plastic, one often-cited indicator of the advent of the Anthropocene
has been the ongoing insinuation of plastic as a material created by humans into
the geological record: islands floating in the Pacific ocean formed by the accretion
of discarded plastic; plastic granules intermingled with the sand on many of our
beaches; plastic fused with rock on the coasts of Hawaii, forming a new material
known as plastiglomerate. 

touchstone

Is Touchstone’s seeming
reversal of this trajectory to be
understood, then, as part of its
healing, therapeutic message?
Not necessarily. The concept of
the Anthropocene seems at first
glance to inflate the significance
of the human presence on
earth to an unprecedented
degree: a whole geological
period, all to ourselves! Yet it
can be understood conversely
as cutting us down to size in the
most radical fashion, by situating our brief existence as a species in the context
of a vastly more expansive planetary chronology, in which the career of humanity
is no more than a fleeting and transitory episode. One of the Anthropocene’s
most unsettling implications is that one day humans, too, will be simply one more
superseded geological stratum among others, one that may or may not be legible
as such to some notional post-human intelligence, surveying the after-traces of our
now vanished presence. Could it be that Touchstone signals such a possibility, albeit
obliquely? Perhaps, after all, we shouldn’t be too reassured.

Tim Ingold. Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description. (New York: Routledge, 2011).
Benedict de Spinoza. Ethics. Edwin Curley trans. (London: Penguin Classics, 2005).
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The voiceover in the commercial states: “With Touchstone, you hold in your hand
the promise of connecting to something larger than all of us.” It is surely significant
that this “something larger” is indeed a “something”—something impersonal, that is,
something inhuman. The stones evoke not only a dense web of humanly bestowed
cultural meanings but also a mineral reality long pre-existing the first appearance
of humans, or indeed of any life on earth. In this sense they represent the geologic
substrate not only of cultural intelligibility and meaning but of all animacy,
all biological existence, human or otherwise. Certainly, Touchstone bears an
unmistakably human imprint. Shaped to mimic the familiar contours of the iPhone,
it reminds its users that its geometric lines and smooth surfaces are the result of
self-conscious design and intentional labor. The stone body that we hold in our hand
or slip into our pocket has been worked upon and transformed by human effort and
in accordance with human aspirations and purposes. Yet its mineral origins remain
conspicuous. Feel its weight in your pocket—so much more noticeable than that
of the plastic artifact it references. Or take it out, clasp it in your palm, register its
coldness to the touch, run your fingertips over its surface (different stones not only
look different but feel different). Stones are not simply blank surfaces onto which
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The Center for Advanced Applications
(CAA) is a strategic research project
focused on understanding the complex
problems of a globally connected world.
CAA consists of creative thinkers and
makers from fields such as art, design,
education, and communications.
The Center leverages this breadth of
experience to critically engage with
rising trends in global mass culture. The
group researches the impact of emerging
technologies on mass culture in arenas
such as the ownership of information,
erosion of privacy, and dependence on
technological prostheses. To extend
the research initiatives, the CAA offers
consulting services, presents concepts,
and, in this case, develops innovative
products. 
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