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MUSEUM

	 	A	 tree	 trunk	 harvested	 from	 the	 Amazon	
easily	dwarfs	the	five-story	heliocoidal	glass	stair-
case	in	which	it	hangs	at	barcelona’s	CosmoCaixa	
museum.	Geological	 formations	embedded	near-
by	in	a	90-ton	rock	wall	shimmer	in	the	light	that	
floods	through	the	surrounding	glass	walls.	

Originally	 opened	 in	 1981,	 the	 then-modest	
structure	was	the	first	interactive	science	museum	
in	Spain,	but	a	six-year	renovation	has	transformed	
it	 into	 one	 of	 the	 most	 technological,	 hands-on	
science	 museums	 in	 europe.	 The	bold	 expansion	
of	 the	 original	 Modernista	 building	 by	 architects	
esteve	and	Robert	Terradas	is	a	sleek	study	in	steel	
and	glass.	All	nine	stories	of	the	extension,	six	of	
which	are	underground,	can	be	viewed	from	any	
vantage	 point	 so	 that	 its	 exhibits—from	 super-
elastic	 sculptures,	 to	 giant	 squid,	 to	 desert	 land-
scapes—all	exist	in	charming	proximity.	

Crowned	as	this	year’s	best	european	museum,	
CosmoCaixa’s	 trump	 card	 is	 its	 living,	 breathing	
Amazonian	rainforest.	The	massive	reconstruction		

packs	in	80	living	plant	varieties	as	well	as	52	animal	
species	that	include	piranhas,	alligators	and	capyba-
ras.	Visitors	can	 test	 the	 laws	of	 thermodynamics,	
engineer	tornadoes,	and	admire	genuine	miniature	
ecosystems	 that	grow	and	evolve	 right	 in	 front	of	

COSmOCAIxA
barcelona

their	 eyes.	 Their	 last	 stop	 should	 undoubtedly	 be	
the	public	plaza	for	a	meander	around	the	sundial,	
sound	 telescope,	 and	 Lithophones—all	 best	 en-
joyed,	of	course,	with	a	well-timed	sunset.

—Jerry PortwoodPH
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IN-A-WORD

INSIGNIFICANCe
Directed	by	Nicolas	Roeg		
Original	release	date:	1985

	 	In	the	1970s	director	Nicolas	
Roeg	was	a	rightly	confident	stand-
out	 of	 british	 cinema,	 often	 spied	
hanging	out	with	the	likes	of	mick	
Jagger	 and	 Art	 Garfunkel.	 Having	
earned	his	stripes	working	on	clas-
sics	such	as	Lawrence of Arabia	and	
Fahrenheit 451,	 Roeg’s	 breakout	
came	 with	 his	 lauded	 directorial	
efforts	 on	 the	 visual	 masterpieces	
Don’t Look Now	 and	 The Man 
Who Fell to Earth	 (starring	David	bowie	as	a	wa-
ter-starved	alien).	but	Roeg’s	talents	are	on	display	
to	more	dramatic	(and	kooky)	effect	in	his	lesser-
known	1985	film	Insignificance.

Though	a	Cannes	Festival	winner	for	technique,	
the	 film’s	 first	 draw	 is	 its	 outlandish	 premise.	
marilyn	monroe	steals	into	Albert	einstein’s	hotel	
room	 one	 night	 after	 filming	 the	 iconic	 white-
dress-atop-subway-grate	 scene,	 and	 attempts	 to	
seduce	 him	 through	 a	 frenetic	 demonstration	 of	
special	relativity.	Joe	Dimaggio	and	Senator	Joseph	
mcCarthy	show	up,	ruining	einstein’s	evening	and	
monroe	 then	attempts	 to	bed	mcCarthy	 to	 save	
einstein	 from	 his	 Communist	 headhunts.	 The	
four	 characters—post-war	 archetypes	 of	 beauty,	
brains,	 prowess,	 and	power—deftly	 project	 their	
identities,	but	never	identify	themselves	by	name.	

Roeg	has	often	expounded	on	space,	time,	and	
physics	in	interviews,	an	interest	manifested	in	the	
exuberance	 of	 the	 film’s	 references,	 from	 prob-
ability	theory	to	cosmology	(Insignificance	even	in-
spired	the	1986	Big Audio Dynamite	hit	“e=mc2”).	
And	Insignificance	actually	gets	the	physics	right—
in	general,	if	not	completely.	(There’s	a	calculation	
error	in	time	dilation.)	The	film’s	greatest	take	away	
is	 perhaps	 the	 line	 it	 draws	between	 the	pursuit	
of	knowledge	and	the	abuse	of	its	power.	Senator	
mcCarthy	sums	 it	up	nicely:	“There	are	no	shad-
ows	 in	 the	pristine	world	of	 theory,	no	 stains	of	
Armageddon	where	e=mc2,	even	if	mc2	equals	one	
fuck	of	a	big	bang.”

The Ghost Map  
by	Steven	Johnson	(Riverhead	books)

In	 early	 September	 1854,	 cholera	 tore	
down	London’s	broad	Street,	killing	more	
than	10	percent	of	its	inhabitants	in	less	
than	two	weeks.	As	many	fled	the	neigh-
borhood	in	fear,	Dr.	John	Snow	ventured	
out	into	the	streets,	tracking	down	survi-
vors	and	building	a	strong	case	for	a	rev-
olutionary	new	model	of	disease.	Steven	
Johnson,	 author	 of	 Everything Bad Is 
Good for You,	 takes	a	fresh	 look	at	this	
famous	 story	 and	 makes	 a	 case	 for	 the	
ways	in	which	it	fundamentally	changed	
not	only	science,	but	the	world.

The Echo Maker  
by	Richard	Powers	(Farrar,	Straus	and	Giroux)

much-lauded	novelist	Richard	Powers	once	again	takes	us	deep	
within	 the	 brain.	 Against	 a	 stereoscopic	 backdrop	 of	 small-
town-American	 disintegration	 and	 migrating	 sand-hill-crane	
populations,	 a	 young	man	 is	 suddenly	 stricken	with	Capgras	
syndrome,	and	believes	his	 loved	ones	to	be	impostors.	with	
rare	 dramatic	 force,	 Powers	 narrates	 the	 inner	 lives	 of	 those	
who	cope	with	the	mysteries	of	the	human	mind.

Thank You for Smoking  
Directed	by	Jason	Reitman	(Fox	Searchlight	Pictures)

Fictional	tobacco	lobbyist	Nick	Naylor	is	everything	we	love	
to	hate—a	purveyor	of	corporate-sponsored	junk	science	
who	uses	fancy	rhetoric	and	a	winning	smile	to	fight	for	
the	unrestricted	sale	of	cigarettes.	This	whip-smart	social	
satire,	now	on	DVD,	forces	us	to	laugh	at	the	current	state	
of	 political	 discourse	 and	 misuse	 of	 scientific	 research.	
Certainly	if	we	didn’t	laugh,	we’d	have	to	cry.

Jane Goodall  
by	Dale	Peterson	(Houghton	mifflin)

After	Jane	Goodall	first	witnessed	chimps	using	tools	to	eat	termites,	
Louis	 Leakey	 sent	 her	 a	 telegram:	 “Now	 we	 must	 redefine	 tool,		
redefine	man,	or	accept	chimpanzees	as	human.”	This	thorough	and	
elegant	biography	traces	the	unlikely	rise	of	Goodall—before	going	
to	Africa,	she	was	a	secretary	with	no	scientific	background—and	
places	her	revolutionary	discoveries	in	context. PH
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Joseph ledoux on A Scanner Darkly, richard linklater’s 
adaptation of the Philip K. dick novel:

LeDoux	is	a	professor	at	New	york	University’s	Center	for	
Neural	Science.	His	most	recent	book	is	Synaptic Self: How 
Our Brains Become Who We Are.  

—Joshua Roebke 
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