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TYPOGRAPHIC, INTERACTIVE INSTALLATIONS
AS VEHICLES FOR CULTURAL EXPRESSION
keywords: analog interaction, cultural probe, typography, typographic installation, collective

Technological advancements of the past few decades have created an unprecedented
knowledge of interaction in regard to artifacts. While this knowledge has become a new
standard for many cultures, it operates on a complex, somewhat counter-intuitive system.
Although conviviality is easily found via digital means, “new” types of pleasurable trans-
actions can also be introduced through the facilitation of more intuitive forms of interaction—
“good old” physical interaction and collaboration in public contexts. By engaging with con-
vivial analog interfaces, we regain the pleasure of employing and practicing intuitively
understood models and methods of interacting, collaborating, and creating while simultan-
eously connecting with our local and digital communities and investing in tangible collectives.
The installation of user-friendly, flexible, intuitive, and pleasurable interfaces allow one to
explore the affordances of physical interaction and the semantics of materials in technology
while bearing witness to the reactions and contributions of participants as they enter a
convivial and critical state as they think, interact, and communicate with things.
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As our lives are nourished by a dialogue with the world around us. It only seems natural
that we should have a more reciprocal role in the relationships we have with the designed
environment. The creation of engaging and challenging personalities in artifacts, from
the strangely familiar to the human-centered, is pleasurable and empowering for both the
designer and the audience.

In Evocative Objects: Things We Think With, Sherry Turkle states that “we think with the
objects we love; we love the objects we think with.”" Artifacts provoke thoughtful
contemplations while inciting emotional responses, rendering interactions emotional and
informative experiences.

We visualize to understand, but we also engage in playful and imaginative engagements in
order to understand. It is my belief that pleasurable forays into unfamiliar contexts and
environments lessen user anxiety, allowing for more productive and informative experiences
that lead to more complex or serious engagements. Playful and imaginative pursuits are
plentiful in the digital realm, while often lacking in our physical environments. Although it is
acceptable to continue imaginative interactions in engaging activities such as video

games and social media as adults, many stop physically playful and creative pursuits after
childhood—abandoning art, acting, performing. One has no compunctions about sharing

a sentiment on someone’s wall in Facebook, but to express oneself on an actual wall is
considered vandalism. Pasztory mentions the emergence of an “anonymous culture” as a
result of mass media and replication.? This anonymous culture provides paradoxical comfort
in which one can participate in massive collectives while preserving distance. Digital inter-
actions provide codified methodologies for interacting with others. People often interact with
others through a controlled, faceless interface and a population so large as to render it
anonymous. The conventions of digital pleasurable engagements provide information as to
how one should adapt to the environment while providing space and distance for one to
participate and interact in ways that would prove intimidating in real life

Playful and imaginative pursuits are plentiful in the digital realm, while often lacking in our
physical environments. Although itis acceptable to continue imaginative interactions in
engaging activities such as video games and social media as adults, many stop physically
playful and creative pursuits after childhood—abandoning art, acting, performing. One has
no compunctions about sharing a sentiment on someone’s wall in Facebook, but to express
oneself on an actual wall is considered vandalism. Anthropologist Esther Pasztory mentions
the emergence of an “anonymous culture” as a result of mass media and replication. This
anonymous culture provides paradoxical comfortin which one can participate in massive
collectives while preserving distance. Digital interactions provide codified methodologies
for interacting with others. People often interact with others through a controlled, faceless
interface and a population so large as to render it anonymous. The conventions of digital
pleasurable engagements provide information as to how one should adapt to the environment
while providing space and distance for one to participate and interact in ways that would
prove intimidating in real life.
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In my investigations, | confirm that there is a desire to physically engage with objects in
order to create, express, and share. Interacting with a digital interface comprised of mostly
perceived affordances is distinctly different from engaging with a physical interface even
though the motivations for interacting remain the same. By relating to the physical senses, a
three-dimensional object—inviting interaction and situated in a carefully chosen space
where it can be engaged by a proximally close population—has the potential to foster
collective/communal exchange.

Analog engagements create a space for collectives to form based upon proximity and interest
in which participants learn about the potential of an object being manipulated through their
own manipulations as well as the alterations of others. Individuals become part of and invest
in a tangible collective through their actions.

In my investigations, certain outcomes are encouraged through critical contemplations

of the object. Great care has to be taken to find the right balance of user-flexibility and
constraints within the system while also communicating function. Individuals are free to
leverage the conventions of the piece in any way they see fitin pursuit of a desired outcome.
Inthe projects | have carried out to date, the way in which the affordances of the physical
interfaces were manipulated did not yield many surprises, although the content created
through interactions provided many interesting moments. The imagery/messages of my
installations provided formal, ethnographic glimpses of the hallway inhabitants. A vehicle
for playful expression became an effective cultural probe of sorts.

For more information and/or to view more interactive, typographic installations, please visit
experimentaltypography.com.
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ALPHABET SHIFT. 2013. Birch, paint, various hardware, steel bolts and screws.

Alphabet Shift presents an interface in which the physical affordances of pushing and
pulling facilitate the creation of messages in a public space. The piece has been installed

on the third floor of the Pollak Building, the main library at VCU, and a common space at
VCUQatar. The structure consists of birch strips supported on a frame made of birch

and aluminum braces. Each strip contains a full alphabet and one blank space. The strips
can be pulled to the left or the right to highlight one letterform in the frame, creating a
message. The interaction is quick, short and easy, so the interface garners a lot of attention.
Instructions are not necessary as the simple mechanics appeal to intuition. Many inhabitants
of the third floor chose to interact with the piece, creating messages alone or with the
support of their friends. Most messages were status updates for the floor. Others were short
poetic or provocative statements and conversations. From “MIDTERM REVIEWS SUCK”

to “FORM LIKE VOLTRON ON” and “ILLUMINATE MY COCK,” the messages created a brief
ethnographic glimpse of the third floor. Not only did the sociable personality of the piece
promote intrapersonal exploration, its communal nature allowed individuals to investin
interpersonal relationships by participating in collective conversations.

| ABCODEGE [H
ABCDEFGHIJKLM

BCOEFGH I JKLM NOPORSTUY

Figure 1. Students collaborating on a message.



CASSIE HESTER & MEAGHAN DEE

TYPODAY INDIA 2014

5/5

Figure 2. FORM LIKE VOLTRON ON.

Figure 3. Student displays authorship.

For more information and/or to view more interactive, typographic installations, please visit
experimentaltypography.com.



