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the reading wall

Throughout history—from cave-
men to ancient Romans to con-
temporary hoodlums on the
streets of New York—people have
expressed themselves by apply-
ingideas towalls. The Reading
Wall, one of 11 exhibits in XFR:
eXperiments in the Future of
Reading, extends this ancient
concept of wall-as-communica-
tion-vehicle into the future.

The Reading Wall is composed
of three 16-foot walls that impos-
ingly bisect the exhibition space
in the TECH Museum of Innovation
in San Jose, Calif. The installation,
created by the Research in Experi-
mental Documents (RED) group of
Xerox Palo Alto Research Center
(PARC), marries static walls with
adynamic digital interface that
morphs text and graphics in tan-
dem with reader movement. A
“Magic Lens” display allows visi-
tors to push a sliding cart along a
track, chronicling the 25,000-year
evolution of pictorial forms and
the written word. A large, flat-
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screen color plasma display,
mounted on a roller track, can be
pushed back and forth along the
wall to display corresponding
digital summaries of key events
worth noting in the long history
of reading.

Jurors found the scale of the
exhibit monumentally gratifying
and also praised its seamless
blending of graphics and text.
“This is a thoughtful, effective
way tointegrate a lot of informa-
tion,” juror Anne Ellegood said.

But perhaps the real genius
of The Reading Wall is found in its
translation of a once static plat-
form for mass, one-way communi-
cation into a mutable, subjective
experience that’s both public and
personal—in keeping with the
zeitgeist of present-day existence.
The days when words were set
in stone have long since been
replaced by an age in which read-
ers manipulate media to shape
their own learning experiences.
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