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INTERMVIEW

While most people obsess over minutes, Alexander Rose and the Long Now

Foundation are building a clock and a library that will last 10,000 vears.

The clock project is :|'..'.||'|_'. a piece of theater It's
meant as a touchstone or a focusing item. 10s meant
to ground people’s attention. The library project is
actually the coment behind that theaer. Bur the
reality of it is that building a 10,000-vear clock s a
project that's filled with tons of folly. Is an inter-
esting material science problem. It's a fun engi-
neering problem. The real challenge |5 actually in
designing the 10,000-vear institution: the library.
The clock is reslly just an excuse 1o stan these Kinds

ol conversations

Right. As we were approaching the vear 200K}, we
had a temporary vertigo towards time, It seemed
unreal. Even in 1999, when vou were making plans
fior 2005, it just seemed strange. So people got nos-
talgic. They got obsessed with the Y2K bug. But

now that we're into 20N,

we have an infinite
future ahead of us. There are no more stopping
points thot are reasonobly near. So therd is 4 great
amount of freedom that’s being allowed now
There is a certain permission that’s bean given to

thmk longer term

Certainly, That's actually whm we spend quite a bi
of our time 1alking about when we'ne designing 2
[0,000-yvear clock and, especially, a 10.000-yeur
library, What are the people going (o be like? Who
are they interested in? Should we include the Gre-
gorian calendar? Should we use the inch-based
meusuring system in all of our designs?

S0 far the answers 0 a lot of those problems
have been o 2o ahead and put in 2 Gregorian calendar
and use the inch-based measuring system as rem-
nants of this civilization, As reminders of those who
hailt it. But alse so they can be evolved later and
addapted 1o future civilizations—ezpecially the Gre-
goran calendar. Things like the calendar system are
the ecasiest parts of a elock o change, You don’t have
Lo redo the whole thing from the ground up; vou ¢an
just swap a fiew dinls.

Cities are extremely problematic. They tend to get
bombed during wartime. They tend to tum them-
selves over in terms of architecture and huildings.
And they tend to find things out of fashion and
destroy them very guickly.

In the 1960s and 1970x, for instance, the Victo-
rian houses in San Francisco were seen ds very
ugly and were tom down all over town. Thirty
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“People enjc
creativity.
a lot more

they re considered precious. The most dangerous time for
our artifact and any artifsct worth preserving is the first
generation after they're buill, when they go out of fashion
but befare they re considered old enough to be antigue and
imteresting. Finding a way past that shon-term thinking
has been one of our most difficult challenges.

We also designed a lot of interesting things into the
clock, like a star field that will rotate with the Eanh’s
procession. Even il the clock were lost for several thou-
sand vears and then someone found it, you would still

yy watching spontaneous

It instantly becomes

interesting when you

know that the outcome of whatcver
you re watching 1s not scripted

and not designed by
Hollywood s
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a iam.nmhun with the real that
~i1s universal.”
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have a context of when it stopped and your current time,
and how o rectily the two. And so. in thut sense, the
clock is actually designed o be stopped. | think the
times it will have stopped are at least as interesting us
the times when it will be going. There could be a period
when either our civilization does nol have enough time
to deal with winding this clock, Or for some reason our
civilization could be obliterated and the clock would be
lost for a while.

You're also involved in the creation of the Battle
Bots games, where small robots beat each
other untii only one is standing. They live
through an accelerated life. Do you see a con-
nection between the Long Now project and
the Battle Bols?

Mostly in terms of both playing with tme and
manufacturing things. With the Long Now project.
I"m trying to build a single object that can last for
a long time, whereas the Banle Bots project is
highly Darwinist—the machines can be destroyed
easily. The Battle Bots games are o greal destruc-
tive-analysis lab, It's like an accelerated-aging
tank.

| think you could describe many office environ-
meants in the same way—as accelerated-aging
tanks

Very true. And there's a real parallel there. Baule Bors has
taught me how things fail in very real ways, Tt has alsoe
taught me, on a more mundane level, how to design things
for manufacture. Because when you're designing things
that other people are making versus designing things that
you are making, you tend o do il g lot differently, Both
projects have certainly tught me how (o design things that
don’t fail, I've learned that simple is better. In Battle Bots,
everything that cun fail, will, In the clock, over the cen-
turics, that is also true. When something is sitting in a
muscum and it’s a beautiful object, no one is going 1o hurt
it Outside, in the real world, it's a different story,

Battle Bols is on extremely popular event. What
do you make of that? Is it just a modem-day fas-
cination with destruction, akin to a miniaturized
demuolition derby?

Baitle Bots actually has far more variations than a dema-
lition derby. It's not just about welding o steel plate onto {
your car. But it does strike me that a lot of enlertainment

is going toward less-produced things. People are less |
inerested in having something really crafied for them. |
Unless it's done really well, like a Steven Spielberg kind

of thing. Battle Bots is really just a creativity fair. It's pop-

ular because vou con tell that all of these robots wene

designed in garages around the world, The designers hive
free reign, The only consteaint is weight, Then they armive,

and they have no idea what they're going up against. Thene

is a huge chance factor in the way all these machines ane
soing 1o interact. It's not like football, where you always
huve the sume field, the same players, and all you're doing
is rearmanging how vou move them around. i

Why is that? Do you think people have had !hﬂ"
fill of twinkling special effects, or is reality Just
more interesting?
There is an element of chance in all this and people e
latch on to that. People cnjoy watching spontaneods
ativity, as opposed to the very market-driven and market:
targeted kind of production values that mﬂmplu:mdil !
television show, It instantly becomes a lot more in
when you know that the outcome of whatever you're v
ing is not scripted and nol designed by some Hol
studios exec. There is a certain amount of dlsbeﬂd'ﬁ
way that most television and movies are created. In
there is a fascination with the real that 15 universal. §



