Algae Collaborative

Call & Response: Rockweed in the Gulf of Maine
The Algae Collaborative is an interdisciplinary action-research team comprised of a marine

biologist (who specializes in macroalgae), two visual artists (whose expertise span sculptureand new/intermedia) and an architect/planner (who studies the social science of sustainability). We are creating a
mobile learning framework, in collaboration with interested communities, to inform public discourse
about a difficult topic. This particular project explores a vital marine resource through a case study of
rockweed in a small coastal community in Maine.

Call and Response: Rockweed in the Gulf of Maine

Communities that border the Gulf of Maine face consequences of global climate change, economic
disruptions and are often challenged by three variables: science, local knowledge and action. The first
two variables—science and local knowledge— are frequently invisible to the very people who must act
to improve conditions. The purpose of this proposed project is to make these variables visible, and thus
actionable, through the communicative abilities of art and science. By making complex, sometimes
competing forms of knowledge visible, the project will afford coastal communities the opportunity to
synthesize what differing social groups know and thus catalyze relevant action.

The Project:

In the Gulf of Maine, the intertidal zone is rich in economically-valuable biota, is ecologically dynamic,
and is under threat by climate change. As a result, we have selected this ecosystem as an exemplar of
regional problems and solutions. We propose to first document the competing interpretations that exists
among the scientific community, the economic community, local communities of practice, the legal
community and the intertidal biota and their ecology. We will focus on a specific case: wild harvest of
rockweed, or Ascophyllum nodosum, at Quahog Bay in southern Maine. The selected case holds within
it most of the conflicts and possibilities that characterize threatened coastal communities from Massachusetts to Newfoundland. These competing interpretations of a sustainable future will be presented as
an immersive, multidimensional / multi-media Rockweed Diorama. The 19th century term “diorama”
refers to a traveling theater device, often at a reduced scale, that served to edify citizens of rural communities regarding matters of an emotional, moral or spiritual nature. Our proposal is related by regional
tradition and format, but rather than edify citizens about predetermined ideals, our project will catalyze
constructive conversation and action by the communities themselves. The Rockweed Diorama, housed
within a customized car trailer, will consist of two spaces that can be characterized as Call and
Response.

The Call will be contained within a mobile interior space, or Diorama, constructed within a custom-

ized car trailer. The interior space will be highly immersive and curated to contain a variety of digital
media and interactive Stations (See detailed outline below.) Media will present Quahog Bay as a complex yet understandable ecology that must support multiple, conflicting social and ecological functions.
To make conditions understandable we will use three kinds of information: (A) human subject data
edited from interviews with relevant individuals, (B) Scientific Data: hard data from science, economy,
and law, and (C) Artful Experience an interdisciplinary art- and science-based audio/visual experience.

A. Human Subject Data: Global and local conditions are framed by individuals on the basis of their
social ties, work and education. On the basis of preliminary field study we find no less than nine rational
frames that interpret conditions related to Ascophyllum differently. For example, some social groups frame
Ascophyllum as being at the center of a state-wide property rights dispute, other groups as the next
frontier in ecological preservation, and yet others frame it as an underutilized economic resource. Each
of these social groups has the potential to inform and/or transform others. Each frame or voice will be
documented in video, edited using the methods of “content analysis,” and presented in a conversational
format within the space of the Diorama. Each social group will thus speak for itself.
B. Scientific Data: Current and historical data shared among scientists, conservationists, economists
and resources managers will be made visible to audiences in the same conversational manner as
human subject data. Raw data may include seasonal landings of Ascophyllum, reproductive phenology
and growth rates of Ascophyllum, composition of the biota within the intertidal community, and bycatch
of biota by harvesting. These data will be statistically analyzed and numerous data products will be
generated and translated (e.g., data visualization, sonification) for display and interpretation inside the
Diorama.

C. Artful experience: Although social and scientific data are essential for rational interpretation, they
are inadequate to grasp the complexity of the whole situation. By representing ecological and social
phenomena in unexpected ways—seeing the underside of a mechanical rockweed harvester in use,
allowing visitors to interact with a virtual rockweed ‘bench,’ or hear snails eat Ascophyllum for breakfast—visitors will be called to understand conditions through haptic and experiential sense-making. Such
experiences will inform social and scientific sense-making. All three streams of information and
experience will be open-ended, requiring the audience to reach their own conclusions by synthesizing
multiple frames of interpretation. Interactive stations in the space will encourage visitors to provide feedback, make observations, ask questions and communicate with representatives of The Algae
Collaborative. These data will be integrated into the presentations in real time and saved to inform the
Response.

The Response will be linked to the interior call space via an exterior stage-like space that will extend

along the length of the customized car trailer. Project participants will be interviewed and conversations
documented, creating a digital feedback loop, adding to the systems real-time archive that can be
accessed by visitors at the various Call stations. From May through September of 2018 the diorama will
travel to approximately ten “collector points” along the coast of Maine. At each location, local partners--non-profits, schools, civic-, industry- and arts-organizations--will be invited to help us to cultivate
constructive conversation in the response space concerning Ascophyllum in a changing economic and
ecological climate. These same partners will help us to shape the “Call and Response” described above.
These Response conversations will also be documented, edited and made available to communities,
schools and policy-makers via the project website / online archive.
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The Rockweed Diorama Stations

2. Technology: The Harvesting, Processing, and Distribution of Rockweed. Who is harvesting, who is

Within the Rockweed Diorama, several multimedia Stations will focus on various aspects of rockweed
in the Gulf of Maine, including (1) Science: The Biology of Rockweed; (2) Technology: The Harvesting,
Processing, and Distribution of Rockweed; (3)Interaction with Rockweed / Seaweed; (4) Human
Dimensions: The History, Art, Culture, Social, Economic and Political Factors of Rockweed; and (5) The
Resource Archive. The Stations will occupy space along the length of the interior of the Rockweed
Diorama. The floor and several “rockweed benches” covered in photographic images of rockweed
will zigzag through the space and provide a place for rest and viewing of the Station on the opposite
wall. Texts, images, and illustrations describing numerous aspects of rockweed will fill the wall above
the bench. In the center of the space a column of digital or possibly live seaweed will be dynamically
moving from floor to ceiling. The far end wall of the space will be filled with a reverse projection
screen displaying an array of imagery and digital storytelling.
The Stations will use various formats and models to create a knowledge base and an environment
conducive to evoking responses from viewers regarding rockweed in Maine. Some Stations will consist
of digital LCD touchscreens, 36” to 48” wide, mounted on the wall with a narrow table/shelf below and
in front of the screen that will house a writing/drawing pad, and a box or digital interface for comments/questions. The LCD touchscreen will be activated by the viewer through a variety of interactive
programming. The content of some Stations will be streamed through multimedia presentations
including video projections, sound, image, graphics and text formats. Controlled directional sound, or
individual bluetooth headsets, will allow for multiple stations to be in use simultaneously. Other Stations
will use a hands-on approach to learning about rockweed by allowing for interactivity, sculptural
investigations, or immersive experiences. At the completion of each presentation, the viewer will be
asked to respond either by clicking on a response icon via a touch screen, by writing a response on a
comment card and leaving it in a secured box nearby, or by responding via email, text message, or
social media at a later time. All responses will be archived. At the exit of the space, brochures
summarizing the content of the presentation will be provided free of charge, along with contact
information for The Algae Collaborative and the Rockweed Diorama. Although the exact number and
subject matter of the Stations is dependent on the results of our interviews with stakeholders within
rockweed culture in Maine, we anticipate that there will be at least four stations, and a resource
archive, with each station using different strategies to explore the topics such as:

1. Science: The Biology of Rockweed. This Station addresses topics such as: What is algae? Is all
algae seaweed? What is rockweed? What are the different types of algae and how does rockweed
relate to them? Where is rockweed found in the coastal marine environment? How does it fit within
the ecosystem? How does rockweed reproduce? What is its lifespan? What are the consequences of
managed harvest? What other life exists on a rockweed bench? What are the benefits of maintaining
rockweed in the environment? What are the potential effects of climate change on the resource. Who
is conducting the scientific research on rockweed? What and where are the scientific resources in
Maine? Media for this Station will be collected through interviews with experts on rockweed, visits to
laboratories and research sites, and videos of rockweed in situ.

processing, what are they making, and who is buying? What are the issues surrounding the
technology, for example, hand harvesting versus mechanical harvesting? What are the best
harvesting practices? What would a sustainable harvest look like. This station would refer back to the
science introduced in Station #1. Media for this section will be drawn from interviews we will conduct
with stakeholders, video footage of harvesting in action, photos of processing and distribution, as well
as a wealth of information drawn from the “Fishery Management Plan for Rockweed” (January 2014)
published by the Maine Department of Marine Resources.

3. Interaction with Rockweed and Seaweed: Through an interactive and immersive sculptural
installation, visitors will experience data and research about rockweed translated into light, sound and
haptic feedback. A virtual rockweed bench will have an embedded video tide pool, displaying the
array of life that exists within these diverse ecosystems, made interactive through an array of sensors /
feedback systems. Sculptural forms will extend up the wall and across the ceiling, some with screens
embedded within and others pulsing with light / color and sound. Adjacent to this interactive system,
will be a virtual or possibly live column of seaweed, designed to inspire visitors with the sheer beauty
and wonder of these aquatic plants.

4. Human Dimensions:

The History, Art, and Culture of Rockweed: This Station will explore the culinary, agricultural, material,
pharmaceutical, cosmetic, and numerous other uses of rockweed. It will provide information on
rockweed as an underutilized resource worthy of research and design. It will provide references to
rockweed in literature and art, and it will explore cultural attitudes toward rockweed and other
seaweeds. Viewers will have opportunities for hands-on experiences exploring the generative
materiality of rockweed. (See: Seaweeds: Edible, Available & Sustainable by Ole G. Mouritsen,
University of Chicago Press, 2013)
Social, Economic, and Political Factors: What is the status of the legal and regulatory factors affecting
rockweed management? How do perceptions and attitudes of social groups with an interest in the
intertidal zone compare and contrast? How do citizens grapple with the choices to be made? Who
has access to this natural resource and who doesn’t? How are state regulators involved? How can a
citizen have input into the process? Media for this section will be drawn from interviews we will
conduct with the stakeholders as well as published reports, scientific resources, the press, and
additional interviews, as needed, to gather information.

5. Resource Library: A digital and analogue archive containing resources for further study, learning, and participation by viewers. This digital and analogue archive is key to the “Call and Response”
system. This archive will be continuously added to via the Response portion of the project as it moves
from one location to another and will feed new content into the other stations. Additionally, a
documentary website will be produced after the diorama completes its tour of Maine that will include
links to other relevant sites. Analog materials will include: a bibliography, scientific books on seaweed,
cookbooks, illustrated books, fresh and dried samples of different types of seaweed that can be
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touched, samples of food, agricultural, cosmetic, and other products of rockweed, examples of art
made with seaweed such as cyanotypes and prints, There will be take-aways in the form of
brochures, recipes, samples, directions for making cyanotypes, etc. The Resource Archive will
schedule talks, presentations, and demonstrations.

Funding Opportunities:
We seek funding in five phases to (1) forge partnerships with collaborative communities, companies
and individuals, (2) document, edit and interpret interviews as well as collect, analyze and visualize
scientific, economic and management data which are the substance of the Call, (3) to design and
construct the physical structure of the mobile Rockweed Diorama, (4) manage the deployment of
the Diorama, community engagement and its documentation, and (5) determine the final disposition
of the Diorama. Feedback and learning at each phase will inform subsequent phases. Funding might
support one or more phases.
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