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Museum Gent  
 
Science fiction becomes reality: robotics has taken on a growing role in our lives 

for a number of years now. Examples range from transport drones and disability 

robots to internet bots. First presented in 2017, »Hello, Robot. Design between 

Human and Machine« has been the Vitra Design Museum’s most successful 

exhibition ever and will now return to Weil am Rhein at the end of its world tour. 

As the robotics boom continues unabated, this presentation will be supplemented 

by important new developments in robotics and digitalisation of the past few 

years. More than 200 exhibits from industry and the home, as well as computer 

games, media installations and examples from film and literature, such as the 

famous R2-D2 robot from Star Wars, are included in the exhibition. They all 

illustrate how much our lives are already permeated by robots, even in the most 

intimate domains. At the same time, the last few years have shown the extent to 

which our political discourse – such as in public elections or debates about 

diversity or climate change – can be shaped by algorithms and artificial 

intelligence, and the risks we are incurring as a result. The exhibition broadens our 

view of the ethical, social and political questions that arise as our environment 

becomes increasingly robotic. 

 
The robots are here. What once sounded like science fiction or a conspiracy theory has long become 
a banal feature of our everyday lives. Cars, washing machines, ATMs, drones, driverless trains 
between airport terminals, digital assistants that address customer concerns – all this and much 
more is at least partly automated today. For the definition of a robot is simpler than one would think: 
a device that collects data; software that interprets this data; and finally a device that generates an 
ensuing reaction. The output can be a point of light on the screen, but also heat, sound or movement. 
Self-learning algorithms – so-called bots – count as robots, as do communicative everyday objects 

– the Internet of Things. In simplified terms, everything that is »smart« is considered a robot. And this 

no longer applies only to individual objects, but ultimately to our entire environment, which is 
becoming even more self-learning and autonomous every day. 
 
Design is at the interface between humans and this robotic environment. This goes far beyond the 

mere design of form and function. Instead, »Hello, Robot.« looks at how design shapes the 

interaction and relationship between people and machines, but also between individuals – for 
better or for worse. In the process, we have to ask ourselves a number of questions, beginning first 
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and foremost with: how do we – as individuals and as a society – want to deal with new 
technologies?  
 
Visitors encounter 14 questions on their way around the exhibition, which address the topic of robots 
in four stages. They all deal with various aspects of the controversial debate surrounding robots and 
seem only at first glance to be easily answered with a yes or no.  
 
The first part of the exhibition looks at the old modernist enthusiasm for artificial humans and how 
popular culture has shaped our understanding of robots. Here we meet not only legendary robots 
from film and literature, such as R2-D2, the lovable astromech droid from Star Wars, but also the 
very real, four-legged Boston Dynamics robot Spot. The robot dog assists in missile tests and in 
excavation sites at Pompeii. 
 
The second section of the exhibition is dedicated to the field in which robotics experienced its 
breakthrough: industry and the world of work. While robots are repeatedly portrayed as a threat to 

workers today, »Hello, Robot.« illuminates the current debate on this topic from very different 

perspectives. The spectrum of exhibits ranges from the classic industrial robot to an installation by 
the group RobotLab, in which a robot produces manifestos on a continuous basis and thus questions 
the boundaries between human creativity and the automation of work. One example is the Motorola 
Symbol (2009), a  so-called wearable terminal which is already being used in large logistics centres. 
The aim is to make work processes more efficient: Orders appear directly on the screen and the 
scanner worn on the finger registers its completion. Through this fusion of man and machine, 
workforce performance is monitored live. This controversial development is the subject of heated 
discussions and repeatedly makes negative headlines.  
 
The third part of the exhibition shows how we are developing a closer personal relationship to new 

technology – as a »friend and helper« in everyday life, for household chores, in care facilities, as a 

digital companion or even for cybersex. It is particularly exciting to observe how not only the 
relationship between man and machine is changing, but also interaction between people. One 
example shown in the exhibition is a tapestry by French artist Éva Ostrowska. Her work is a humorous 
and subversive take on how women can protect their privacy in the age of dating apps. 
 
The impact of technology – specifically: social media – on human relationships is also the theme of 

»The Intersection«, a video work by British design studio Superflux. The film is set in the near future 

and shows what we are already seeing in rudimentary form today: the disintegration of the social 
fabric in our society. The Intersection, after which the film is named, is a social movement that brings 
people back together. Not in spite of their differences, but because of them. They talk to each other, 
care for each other and, in doing so, make use of technology in a way that serves people instead 
of just the data market – as is the case today.  
 
The fourth and final part focuses on the increasing fusion of man and robotics, for example when 

we live in a »learning« building, move around in a so-called »smart city«. Technology shapes us, and 

we in turn shape our technological, robotic environment. For his video installation »Google Maps 

Hacks«, Berlin media artist Simon Weckert created an artificial traffic jam in Google Maps by taking 
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a handcart full of smartphones to several empty streets. The online map service registers increased 
traffic and accidents through crowdsourcing: location information from all the Google users on site 
is processed immediately and any congested streets, alleys and squares are marked orange or red 
on the map. In this way, Weckert makes clear that we already live in an automated world. 
 

The »Eggshell Pavilion« by Gramazio Kohler Research, ETH Zurich, will be on display outside the 

museum to complement the exhibition. The research laboratory examines the development and 
effects of digital production methods on architecture, and the pavilion in front of the Vitra Design 
Museum uses so-called eggshell production technology. The shell for the concrete casting comes 
from the 3D printer and is peeled off like an eggshell after hardening. This not only allows unusual 
shapes, but also achieves material savings of up to 50 percent. 
 
The exhibition shows the ambivalence with which the spread of robotics has been viewed for many 
decades. Right from the start, the debate about artificial intelligence has oscillated between utopian 
and dystopian visions, between the hope of a better, technologically advanced world and the fear 
of disempowerment. In this context, we are once again confronted with the question of the 
designer’s responsibility. 
 
 
 
The 14 questions asked by the exhibition 

1. Have you ever met a Robot? 
2. What was your first experience with a Robot?  
3. Do we really need Robots?  
4. Are Robots our friends or enemies?  
5. Do you trust Robots?  
6. Could a Robot do your job?  
7. Do you want to become a producer yourself?  
8. How much do you want to rely on »smart« helpers?  
9. How do you feel about objects having feelings?  
10. Do you believe in the death and rebirth of things?  
11. Do you want a Robot to take care of you?  
12. Do you want to live inside a Robot?  
13. Do you want to become better than nature intended?  
14. Are Robots advancing evolution?  
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Participating artists and designers (selection) 

Woody Allen, Archigram, Asmbld, automato.farm, Hanna Barbera, Philip Beesley, Wafaa Bilal, 
Francis Bitonti, Björk, Julius Breitenstein, Bureau d'études, Sander Burger, Edward Burtynsky, Dan K 
Chen, Tyler Coburn, Jan De Coster, Douglas Coupland, Kate Crawford, Disney/Pixar Animation 
Studios, Dunne & Raby, ECAL, Tal Erez, Flower Robotics, Vincent Fournier, Yves Gellie, Gramazio & 
Kohler Research/ETH Zürich, Kevin Grennan, Susanna Hertrich, Höweler + Yoon Architecture, Zan-
Lun Huang, Ted Hunt/Luke Sturgeon/Hiroki Yokoyama, IAAC/Vicente Guallart, ICD University of 
Stuttgart, Interactive Architecture Lab/UCL The Bartlett, Alfredo Jaar, Spike Jonze, Joris Laarman 
Lab, Floris Kaayk, Friedrich Kiesler, Elizabeth King/Richard Kizu-Blair, Dirk Vander Kooij, Kraftwerk, 
Kram/Weisshaar, Stanley Kubrick, George Lucas, Keiichi Matsuda, MIT Senseable City Lab, Shawn 
Maximo, Moth Collective, NASA, Next Nature Network, Christoph Niemann, Tatsuya Matsui, Éva 
Ostrowska, Ruben Pater/Gonçalo F Cardoso, Johanna Pichlbauer/Mia Meusburger, Eric 
Pickersgill, Joseph Popper, Gerard Ralló, Carlo Ratti Associati, RC4/UCL The Bartlett/CurVoxels, 
Alexander Reben, robotlab, Rafaël Rozendaal, Philipp Schmitt/Stephan Bogner/Jonas Voigt, 
Takanori Shibata, Masamune Shirow, Hajime Sorayama, Ismael Soto, Superflux, Jacques Tati, 
Kibwe Tavares, Osamu Tezuka, Simon Weckert, Anouk Wipprecht, and many more. 

 

 
 
An updated new edition of the publication »Hello, Robot. Design between Humans and Machine« 
is being released in conjunction with the exhibition. Prefaced with a detailed introduction, it includes 
a number of new projects and examines the important developments of recent years. In addition, 
the book includes numerous object descriptions, essays and interviews with Bruce Sterling, Fiona 
Raby, Anthony Dunne, Gesche Joost, Carlo Ratti and others. 
2nd, revised and extended edition, 2022, softcover embossed, 19 x 25 cm, 336 pages, approx. 260 
images, ISBN 978-3-945852-50-7 (English), € 49.90    
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