The Joys of Learning

1. Can learning be a source of joy? 

This was the question we asked ourselves as we were ruminating on the concept of a lecture series designed to bridge the gap between knowledge bottled up inside all kinds of academic and other institutions on the one hand and the uninitiated public on the other. We broke this big question down to a number of smaller ones such as:

How do we get complex topics across without taking the fun out of them? 

What criteria should determine our choice of topics?

Where do we find the people who are capable of explaining complex topics in simple terms?

What criteria must a venue meet such a knowledge transfer to take place? 

... and who cares about this sort of thing in the first place?

2. Sometimes chance gives you a hand up.

Most medium-size cities have a great son – or, indeed, a great daughter – who was born there or lived there for a time and achieved great fame. In Linz’s case one of these was Johannes Kepler, an astronomer and mathematician, who lived in Linz between 1612 and 1627 and wrote something like thirty of his treatises and books here. Together with Galilei and Newton he is one of the founding fathers of modern science. 

We know that Kepler and his family lived in seven different houses in Linz but only in one case do we actually know the address: Rathausgasse 5. The house in question was in a pitiful state. It had changed hands only shortly before our project was beginning to take shape and the three new owners were just about to embark on an extensive renovation of the house. They agreed to let the first floor to us – rent-free – for 2009, 175m2 in all. The first floor used to house a gamblers’ den and a Gothic bar, as was still in evidence when we move in: it was obvious the walls had once been painted black and we found a playing card under the floor boards. 

The next step occurred when we had the idea to model ourselves, as an institution created to foster dialogue and the free exchange of ideas, on the 18th century literary salons and the mutual improvement societies of the 19th century. This gave us our name: KEPLER SALON.

3. Barrier-free?

The term barrier-free refers only to the unrestricted accessibility of the venue for people with special needs – which had high priority, of course – but also to unrestricted, free access to taking part in discussions. 

Let us recall for a moment the traditional lecture scenario: the lecturer is ensconced on a podium, usually at a desk featuring their name, separated from the audience by a reassuring gulf; the audience are seated on stackable chairs, which are perhaps linked together so that they remain neatly arranged in straight rows. And there is of course that uneasy pause that predictably follows the question at the end of the lecture: “Any questions?” 

Is it perhaps the neat arrangements of chairs in row upon row that dampens the audience’s readiness to get involved in post-lecture discussions? In the end we decided to make the threshold between lecturer and audience as low as possible. Everyone is seated on the same level and lecturers are only separated from the audience by a low sofa table. 

The room can accommodate between 20 and 80 people. We use modular seating as we have no storage facilities and must keep all furniture in the lecture room at all times. We therefore decided to use stackable stools for half the seating; this ensures maximum flexibility. 

We don’t normally use large projection screens. Two fairly small screens are mounted in the corners, and we ask our lecturers to refrain if possible from using traditional PowerPoint presentations.  

We find the ambience of a listed building (= denkmalgeschützt) very helpful. It usually makes itself felt as an additional inspirational factor both for our audiences and for our lecturers. Nor are creature comforts entirely neglected. There is a bar that is open during our opening hours and that offers a wide range of drinks. 

To date we’ve had 89 presentations with a total of 6.845 visitors (as of 18 October 2009). 22 presentations drew audiences in excess of 100 visitors each. Our average audience is 79 people, which translates into a capacity utilization of 100%.
4. What topics are of interest and who presents them?

To put it simply, there are no restrictions whatever as regards potentially interesting topics. Science, technology, the social sciences, cultural studies, the humanities and art history are all mined for topics as are the results of medical research. We’ve had successful lectures on out-of-the-way themes such as “Salon Oceans – Why people keep marine creatures in aquaria” as well as on burning topics (e.g. (= for example) “The Global Financial Crisis – Does the Tax Payer Get to Foot the Bill?”) and on philosophical perennials (= Immergrün) such as “Free Will – Simply Another Fairy Story?“ 

Topics come to us via one of altogether four channels: 

- from teachers/lecturers/university professors or institutions

- from members of the Advisory Board

- from individuals and audience members

- from our own research

To date we’ve received contributions from more than 60 institutions, most of them universities or institutions of higher learning in Austria. We are also in close contact with academic and research institutions in Germany and Switzerland and we are still open to suggestions. Universities and other academic institutions have realized that we’re in position to offer them access to a broad public and they’ve been keen to be part of it all. 

The members of our Advisory Board have their roots in a wide range of different areas of learning, which helps us to keep the diversity of topics as broad as possible. 

Lectures are usually in German, as the programme is angled primarily at a local audience and visitors from abroad are the exception. 

Lectures differ as a matter of principle from specialist symposia or peer-to-peer presentations. We consider it a great challenge to present a topic in a way that is generally accessible without significant compromises as regards complexity. The process that unfolds is comparable perhaps to an act of translation that requires a great deal of forethought and preparation. We’ve been extremely lucky in that we’ve found a sufficient number of people who have accepted and mastered that challenge.  

5. How do potential visitors find their way about in our programme?

To provide brackets in terms of content, we’ve split up our lectures into Programme Lines, which will alternate in the course of the month. In order to emphasize the dialogic nature of our lectures, the question marks after the names of the Programme Lines indicate how welcome questions are. 

Body?

This is the Programme Line where you will encounter the fantastic ideas popularized by sci-fi as well as developments in genetics, bioinformatics, body building, physical disabilities, robotics, etc. 

An example is „ A Journey Across Your Hand)“ in collaboration with a microsurgical training centre that allowed members of the audience to make incisions in tissue under a microscope and to make sutures. 

Truth?

This Programme Line raises the question whether there is such a thing as truth and if there is, what criteria are to be applied. The scope for error and doubt is explored as are power relationships and related ethical and political issues.

An example is „ Is truth what science is looking for?“, one of nine lectures put on in collaboration with the Institute of Sociology of the Johannes Kepler University.

Art and Science?

The focus here is on similarities and differences between the disciplines. What overlaps are there and what impact do they have? 

An example is Gerhard Widmer’s lecture on „ The Quest for the Horowith Factor. An unusual expedition into the world of musical interpretation“, which demonstrated how IT can give us an entirely new insight into a phenomenon as elusive as musical interpretation. Incidentally, Professor Widmer has just been awarded Austria’s most prestigious science prize, the Wittgenstein Award, which is Austria’s version of the Nobel Prize.
Communication?

Communication is here seen as a joint enterprise to share, impart and create thoughts, ideas, insights and experiences. The focus is on language, gesture, facial expression and on the socio-political context of communication.  

An example is „ Colour policy. How colours serve as vehicles for meaning and attitudes“ by Thomas Macho, Humboldt University Berlin. 
Perception?

This Programme Line proposes to deal with what we can perceive in our environment and in our thinking and with what we cannot. It aims to open up a new perspective on the world for us. 

An example is „ Smell is information – a tool for communication and navigation“ by Sissel Tolaas, a Norwegian artist and scientist who operates her own smell laboratory in Berlin. 
Open Space?

This Programme Line enables us to include topics that do not fit into any of the Programme Lines outlined above.

An example is „ Gravitation: Driver of Cosmic Evolution – Stimulus of Research“, a lecture delivered by two professors of Vienna University on a topic suggested to us by the Linz Astronomical Society. 
 

For children we have created the „Salon der Schlauen Füchse“ (Salon for Quick Wits), twelve lectures altogether for children of the age groups between 7 to 9 and 9 to 12. This is a collaborative venture with KinderUniSteyr, which already has years of experience in this field. 

6. Our motto: There is no such thing as a stupid question.

The fear that we might say something stupid or perhaps even make a fool of ourselves often keeps us from raising an issue that worries us or from asking a question to clarify a point. Instead we remain silent and feel perhaps annoyed both at our ignorance and our inability to simply get up and pop that question. In the Kepler Salon too I’ve seen people tremble, heard them speak with shaky voices, go red in the face, etc. And of course there have been people who were unable to muster the courage to speak up at all. 

However, I think we may say that we’ve succeeded by and large in creating a climate in which such reactions are the exception and where it has even been the case that people have vented their frustration at hosts who did not allow enough time for all the questions to be asked that needed to be asked in their view. To quote just one example: We organizsed one lecture in collaboration with ORF, the Austrian Radio Company. They recorded the lecture but failed to allow for question time. Various people raised this issue with me at the first possible opportunity, saying, “This is our Kepler Salon, where we’re entitled to ask questions”. You will understand how delighted I was at that kind of reaction. No more radio programmes.

The format always involves a hostess or a host who is not an expert but an interested lay person. We have a pool of ten people for this task, all from different backgrounds, who share one characteristic: they have inquisitive minds. 

The host guides everyone through the programme, asks the first couple of questions and then structures the sequence of questions. If the initial questions asked by the host happen to include one that many people in the audience were also contemplating to ask, this usually triggers an extremely active participation of the audience. 

7. How people keep up to date with the programme of the Kepler Salon

Information on the Kepler Salon is available in the form of a three-monthly poster containing  the details of the upcoming programmes. It is also available on our bilingual website, which provides additional audio documentations of all programmes. This means you can catch up on any programme that you have missed or you listen to it again if and when you feel like doing so. Both the lecture and the ensuing discussion are online. We also have a fortnightly newsletter that people can subscribe to if they’d rather get the programme by mail.

A typical Kepler Salon lecture-cum-discussion lasts between 60 and 90 minutes, of which the first 20 minutes are used by the lecturer to introduce the topic; the rest of the time is devoted to the discussion. We have two to three lectures a week, which will bring us to a total of 117 lectures by the end of the year. In addition to our own programme the Kepler Salon is also used as a venue by other organisations for programmes of their own. 

In addition to classic mini lectures as outlined above we’ve also been laying on disputations, public experiments, Sunday morning talks and the odd excursion, such as the one to a glider port to personally experience what an upwind does to a glider plane. We know for a fact that there are other interesting formats that we’ve only experimented with this year and still others that we have not yet had a chance to try out. This leads me to my last topic:

8. What does the future hold for us?

Perhaps the following thought has already crossed your mind: It may be easy to realize a project like this if you have the financial resources of a Culture Capital to back you up. But what do you do after the end of the Culture Capital year? This is a question that has been exercising us for quite some time now. The fact that 2009 was also a year of provincial elections did not make our situation any easier because decisions like this one have been put on hold. However, a decision as to the continued existence of the Kepler Salon is now imminent. Several of our current sponsors have also signalled continued interest and there will also be new sponsors.

The question whether the Kepler Salon will be kept going after 2009 has been at the top of the FAQs almost since the inception of the project. So, to document the commitment of our audience, we called into being the association of the “Friends of the Kepler Salon”. We hope this association will help us nudge (= stupsen) the political shakers and movers in the right direction. To date more than 350 people have joined and the number keeps on rising. We’re also receiving financial contributions from these members.

Our audiences are typically heterogeneous and comprise all age groups. We have regulars and we have one-off visitors. What they have in common is the fact that the majority does not belong to that class of people who traditionally flock to cultural events. We have counted something like 7,000 visitors to date, 700 people have subscribed to our newsletter and we’ve had 21,500 visitors to our website. We feel encouraged by these figures.

So while it is still anybody’s guess whether the Kepler Salon will be kept going in 2010, we’re confident on the whole that a project that has been giving so much satisfaction all round and that is a source of instruction and pleasure both to visitors to Linz and to Linzers themselves will not be phased out. 
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