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Working to subvert this system, the Groups and Spaces 
Mobile Unit re-imagines the idea of the reference desk 
as a point of exchange. The result is the Un-Reference 
Desk, where the extraction of content from the database 
is balanced by insertion of local collective knowledge. 
The interface therefore is built upon the idea of mutual 
reciprocity: something is given and something taken by 
both parties. The unit offers information about art groups 
and spaces and also catalogues information from local 
contributors concerning the impact of those groups and 
spaces on a situated community. 

The design for the unit is being coordinated by Janette 
Kim and Josh Draper of Columbia University’s Graduate 
School for Architecture and Planning. Kim and Draper 
have developed an ingenious way to merge the primary 
components of the mobile unit. The central storage unit 
houses a matrix of mason jars used to store specimens and 
artifacts. The vertical façade, a conventional design ele-
ment appropriated from a street vendor’s cart, extends out 
of the central storage unit. Located within the underbelly 
of the cart are folding chairs that provides an impromptu 
classroom space, an on-site laboratory, or simply a social 
space for people to have tea and talk. Overall, the unique 
design creates a point of curiosity and whimsy.  However, 
the Un-reference Desk is also a practical tool capable of 
traveling to public spaces, university campuses, and art 
and community spaces.

The plans and budget of the Un-reference Desk will 
be made public on the Groups and Spaces site. The idea is 
to enable any independent art space or group to custom-
ize and construct their own unit for use in their specific 
community. 

A drawing of the Un-reference Desk illustrating the matrix 
of the mason jars used to archive specimens within the 
central storage unit. Also visible is the vertical façade, an 
appropriation from contemporary street vendor’s carts.

A second drawing of the Un-reference Desk illustrating the 
deployment of the folding chairs housed within the under-
belly of the mobile unit.
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Groups and Spaces is a Group Effort: Join Us

Groups and Spaces provides a portal into the complex 
world of the collaborative process and the varied use of 
spaces for cultural production. Each group and each space 
is a node from which historical and cultural connections 
can be mapped, and, through the use this newfound un-
derstanding, perhaps altered altogether. At each nexus, we 
are offered a glimpse of how artists respond to their cur-
rent conditions, how they work together in a group, and 
express this collectivity.

The Groups and Spaces project is an ongoing endeavor. 
We invite anyone to join us who is interested in helping 
to explore potential technologies and applications that 
compliment the project’s content. Currently, our biggest 
obstacle is expertise and time. Those with the needed 
expertise have little time, and those with time do not have 
the expertise to finish the intended components of the site. 
In keeping with the inclusive nature of the platform we 
hope this will continue to be a group effort, led by many.

The productive realm of communication, finally, 
makes it abundantly clear that innovation always 
necessarily takes place in common. Such instances 
of innovation in networks might be thought of as 
an orchestra with no conductor — an orchestra that 
through constant communication determines its own 
beat and would be thrown off and silenced only by 
the implosion of a conductor’s central authority. We 
have to rid ourselves of the notion that innovation 
relies on the genius of the individual. If there is an 
act of genius, it is the genius of the multitude.  9
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