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Speaker 1 [00:00:00] I mean really it's a conversation, we're not going to throw you questions, it's just the prompt of, you know, here it is over a year later. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:00:10] Oh my god, has it really been a year? 

Tod Machover [00:00:13] I don't know, we met in October, I'm trying to remember when we had our first conversation. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:00:17] Well, you came to me in August, I think that was. Where are we now? 

Tod Machover [00:00:24] Wait, wait, wait. That was, ah, I can't write, yeah. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:00:29] Yeah, but it's about a year, I mean, and it doesn't really feel like it because, in a sense, the whole project has kind of come together really quickly, I feel. Even though the conversation started long ago, once we got going with our Zoom meetings, actually we found a way of working that I think I was a bit skeptical about because how can you do a sound thing when you can't touch it and you've got Michael in You're in one place, you're in another, I'm in a third place. And we're dealing with something so physical, but actually we found the language, we found a way to communicate that felt interesting and fruitful. 

Tod Machover [00:01:08] Yeah, and I think probably the big breakthrough was how to make the thing, because we started out with existing glass and sonic properties and what was fragile and what wasn't so fragile. And because you had, from the very beginning, this vision of a symbol, and we had fun with real symbols. Yeah, the question was, what does it mean to make one? And actually, it was kind of a surprise to me, because I never really thought about glass making. Complicated that was, both to make, you know, by hand or by blowing it, and I actually thought that the 3D printing, since I knew people had done that at the Media Lab, I thought that would be obvious, but it wasn't. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:01:54] Because I think actually, in my imagination, I thought, well, there's about three or four ways one could go about it, but very quickly, it was like actually at the scale which we want it to be. There aren't so many ways that you could make this object, like you couldn't turn it on a lathe, like you could beat it out, like all those things you might do with other materials. It was harder to find the method for glass. And for me, what we've done isn't 3D printing, it's actually a really ancient glass technique of casting. You know, a mold was made, the glass was softened into that mold and allowed to, you know, relax into it. And I think the moment when we found Michael one. That it was someone who would not only give it a go, but also could bring something else to the table and say, well, why don't we try this? Why don't you try this, and actually riff off the idea. Then it sort of like blossomed into another project again, which I thought was really exciting. 

Speaker 1 [00:02:49] Damn. Can you just stop for one sec? We're just gonna put the camera back on. Okay, good. 

Tod Machover [00:03:03] Do we have to say that again? 

Speaker 1 [00:03:04] Nope, nope, nope. 

Tod Machover [00:03:07] Because we could, you know. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:03:08] Okay. 

Speaker 1 [00:03:11] Okay, continue from where you were. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:03:13] Yeah, so it became, it blossomed into something else, which I thought was really exciting. 

Tod Machover [00:03:18] It did, and then it twisted a few times, actually, because when we were talking about 3D printing, from the start then, I was interested in how to make something that was not necessarily continuous and had different aspects to one piece of glass, because it seemed like it would be amazing to have something that resonated in different ways in different places. As it turned out. That's actually pretty hard. It's hard to do without dampening it. But we ended up with these different models. You know, one of them is layered, and it actually does have this incredible variety of texture, and it turns out that the purest possible one is just thin and beautifully shaped. You know I said it before, but I just find it really touching, literally, to hear how it resonates, and how beautiful it is and also how fragile it is. It's just, you're just always at the edge every time you touch it. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:04:25] And I think there's a delicacy and a poignancy that actually is more powerful with the, let's call it the single-pane pure one, because it's in contrast to the others as well. Because you've got those other ones that are more complex and a bit more robust, actually you've that contrast effect that's, for me, heightening the fragility of that central single-paned symbol. And if it was just on its own, I don't know, I wouldn't have necessarily understood. Just quite how vulnerable it is. 

Tod Machover [00:04:58] I think you're right, and talking about vulnerable, when was it, a month and a half ago, Michael brought the 14 inch, the smaller ones. Which just didn't resonate. They were beautiful to look at and they were wonderful to kind of, they work pretty well if you hit one with the other. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:05:23] Well, that was a great moment because it was, they look great, they don't sound great, and it was sort of, uh-oh. You know, we couldn't deny, it was exciting to have a thing in our hands that was like, well, this is what we were after, but then to realize it's not doing enough. It's not good enough. It's no good enough, and I think for both of us, that was, like, we have to keep pushing then, because we've got to take a risk, and what is the risk? And make some decisions and do we do we go for it on the bigger scale and yeah that's what's really nice is I think we were all on board of just going for it. 

Tod Machover [00:06:02] And it actually worked, it did. And I also, when we had the smaller ones, you know, I'm sure it's the same with you there, I worked in different ways on different projects and you know I had an image for what we might do with these symbols when we first talked about them. But I think when I got the small ones, I realized that until we had one that kind of behaved and revealed some beautiful things, there was no point in my. Constructing something in the abstract. So probably more than any project I've done. I think, you know, whatever happens at our performance is something that's grown out of this material, which is also very touching, I think. To me, if it had been a different piece of glass, or it would have revealed something different. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:06:53] It's weird because I, in a way, I think secretly felt maybe more confident than you because in my experience, I'm thinking, well, think of like a credit card, right? That feels a pretty stiff thing. Take exactly the same material and just make a credit card this size and it's flopping all over the place. And that game of stiffness is what I knew was happening, that this symbol isn't doing it because it's not big enough. But we didn't know how big... Could have been too big and it just snaps. Is it big enough and it's still not big enough? Like, there was definitely jeopardy in the sense of, we've got to just hope. But I felt like, I don't know, I always believed it wouldn't be good, but I think that doesn't up to me. 

Tod Machover [00:07:40] I don't think I believed in the glass, but I did believe in you because that's your field, you know, and I'm really glad that we decided to go sort of the maximum size that 

Speaker 4 [00:07:53] It could be killed, it could be made. 

Tod Machover [00:07:57] But, yeah, I mean, that's what you have an intuition for, and that's why I think this has been really fun to work on together. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:08:04] But I think also for me, as a piece of performance, it needs to have a performer who, in yourself, gets on board with the jeopardy of it, gets on-board with also, this is about you in a material and you in form having a conversation, and this, like allowing a space to be, like preparing, when you talk me through how you've prepared for this, it's like, oh yeah, he's really honoring this object, and this is gonna be, this is going to be something. Special because this can't happen again and it's going to have a very particular kind of experience which will be a live one for the people in the room but you're going to have a particular experience with it which again I'm like incredibly envious of but really very touched and like it's gonna be so brilliant to actually watch you break them that's how I sort of feel like that for me is going to be something that Yeah, on the one hand, I wish I was doing it because it's like, that is an experience that only you will have in the room. But also I wish was watching it, so I'm really pleased I am watching it. Does this make sense? I'm not, I feel like I'm explaining it right. No, it does make sense. Like you, you are gonna miss out on my side of it. Just see what it means. This is sort of, yeah. 

Tod Machover [00:09:21] But it's funny, when we were in London breaking all kinds of glass, in some ways, that was kind of a joyous experience. We were experimenting the glass. I mean, some of it was delicate. Some of it it was incredibly hard to break. But I think both of us. Well, but it also had, you know, there was something liberating about it. And you know, it had a kind of... I don't know, just power to it. And that's not what I'm feeling. I think breaking this is... 

Zoe Laughlin [00:09:56] The end. 

Tod Machover [00:09:56] It's like heartbreaking, you know, it's, I mean, I look forward to it because it'll be powerful, but I wish I didn't have to do that in some way. It's very different than what I expected. And I think until getting that symbol, that pure thing that just behaves so beautifully, 

Zoe Laughlin [00:10:15] I didn't realize how it felt. You were like, I don't want to break it. I'm like, you have to break. I know. But this is the perfect, this is what it's about. 

Tod Machover [00:10:22] I think we got to the point where it means something. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:10:28] Or for a chill, you've got to do it. 

Speaker 1 [00:10:35] Maybe we should stop there, actually. Can you just say, in London, because you were formulating your words, it was really wonderful, but just about how joyous it was. Oh, yeah. And this feels different. Okay. We just need kind of a clean. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:10:48] I thought of a word I was going to throw in was slightly cavalier, like in London we were slightly cavaliar, like we were, you know, not reckless but we were messing about, we were exploring it, we were trying things out, there was a sort of controlled chaos to things. 

Tod Machover [00:11:03] Yeah, I think that's absolutely true, but I felt that in London, it also really had a kind of joyous feel to it, you know? We were trying new things, but boy, it was fun to smash. It was fun smash the delicate things, it's fun to knock two glasses together, it fun and a And you were kind of goading me. I was like, OK, you know, don't hold back. And it was cavalier, but I think it was also. I thought it was kind of exhilarating, let's say. 

Speaker 4 [00:11:37] Let's say. 

Tod Machover [00:11:38] And I wasn't prepared to feel very, very differently about this. I mean, I thought, yeah, well, the symbols had the same thing. But I find it heartbreaking to break these, and especially that one that's so perfect and beautiful and didn't ask to be broken. Thank you. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:11:57] And I think this for me is actually really important because I think a lot about materials and loss and how and damage and repair. And these are things that tells us what things are like. Like damage is a reveal of a materiality, how things break tells you about both how they're made, how they are unmade, what they're made of. But actually, like the letting go and that boundary between treasuring something and then being able to accept. Not being like that forever. Like within the materials library, people always talk about in museums about conservation and like somehow a preservation. But I'm like, then you're not knowing what it wants to do. Like you're no knowing the material or you're know knowing it's one type of its behavior which is to disintegrate or to go moldy or to change over time. And that letting go and the understanding of that change is a type of material knowledge and a type experience. But it is heartbreaking. It's like, I only have to tell you the story of when we moved house when I was a child and the only thing lost in the move was my childhood teddy. Like, the loss of, or the thing that I chipped. To this day, I'm like devastated that I ruined. But it's not, like it's always a journey, like having to come to terms with, like the sort of trauma of objects. But actually then that's them living a type of life as well, because that's the material doing what it will do. 

Tod Machover [00:13:27] I think that's right, and I think what touches me about it is... The fact that everything has a limit, not just has a story and has a material, but, you know, there's only a certain amount of time, there's a certain of strength, there's always a certain number of possibility, and, you now, everything about these symbols were at the edge of it, and we explore where that edge is. 

Speaker 4 [00:13:59] Can I ask one quick question of both of you? 

Speaker 1 [00:14:01] In two words or three, how are you feeling about Thursday? Okay, one sec. One sec. Yeah, expectations, in a sense. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:14:10] We call it the performance, rather than Thursday. 

Speaker 1 [00:14:18] Okay? Okay. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:14:19] Do you want us to put that in the thing? Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

Speaker 4 [00:14:22] Thursday 

Zoe Laughlin [00:14:24] So the performance itself, I understand you're up, the breaking of the glass is one thing, but the performance, I can't detach the two, this is a terrible way of putting the question. How are you feeling about the performance? 

Tod Machover [00:14:39] Well, I totally believe in the project, I believe in context, I believe in the way we set it up. I love the fact that we're doing it in a place that means something to me with people that we care about. We invited people here because we wanted to share this in kind of a different way than you would do in a public concert. I think the hardest thing is that because these symbols are so fragile, it's like zen or something. There's only a certain amount you can prepare. Like the shakuhachi, the great zen bamboo flute, is the opposite of the western flute. The western flute is made out of perfectly milled metal, different kinds of metal, and it's designed that if you practice over and over, you're sure to get the same result. That's what a great flutist does. Shakuhachi's designed so your lips can't even cover the blow hole, your fingers can't cover the holes in the flute, and you never know exactly what... It won't behave. I can't push the cymbals to the limit, I can do exactly the thing because it might break. There's a feeling that... You talk about spontaneous, there's a lot, it'll be alive, the performance. And you know, we really can only do it once. So it's exciting for that, and it's scary. I feel like I have to prepare in a really different way than I usually would. I have prepare about the story and the continuity, and you said it before, I think the way it breaks, the way things resonate, it can't exactly predict. So I have to prepare to be able to adapt and keep something going. And I'm a bit of a control freak, so I feel like this is really stretching me to do something different. I'm excited about it, but I'm pretty scared. 

Zoe Laughlin [00:16:36] I'm very pleased that it is going to be witnessed live, like we're in the lucky position that this will be recorded and we'll have a way of interrogating it with microphones and lenses that will maybe reveal something to us later. For me it feels really important that this is a live moment being witnessed by more than just you or I and that this brings something new to the table. My old professor used to say that performance always begins with a group of people standing around waiting and actually we will have a group standing around waiting but we will also have a groups of objects standing around. And I think that for me is really great, the symbols will be there waiting. The people will be there waiting and then they'll be in enactment. 

Tod Machover [00:17:25] Yeah, I think something special will happen. 

