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Karen, an App That Knows You All Too Well

By FRANK ROSE  APRIL 2, 2015
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From left, Nick Tandavamt) Ju Row Farr and Matt Adams of Blast Theory, a British art group that created the app
Karen. 2 = New :

LONDON — Thinking about a life coach but not ready to commit to the real

thing? App stores offer lots of electronic alternatives that can be
downloaded to your iPhone or Android device. There’s Success Wizard,
which promises to “help you plan, focus and achieve real and lasting
results.” LiveHappy, brim-full of exercises from the California psychologist
who wrote “The How of Happiness.” Niggle, for people who want “a pocket
sized coaching buddy on call 24/7.” And soon, from the British art group
Blast Theory, an entirely different approach: Karen, a mock life-coach app
that develops boundary issues and leaves its users feeling distinctly
uncomfortable.

Karen is a fictional coach in a software-driven experiential art piece. Part
story, part game, designed to be played over a period of days, it offers a
deliberately unsettling experience that’s intended to make us question the
way we bare ourselves to a digital device.

OPINION

The Real Reason
College Tuition Costs
So Much



A message from Karen

A message from Karen Video by

Unlike most real life-coaching apps, this one displays video rather than text
— a tactic that makes it easy to forget the distinction between what’s digital
and what’s human. When you open the app, Karen (played by Claire Cage,
an actress who has appeared on the British TV series “Coronation Street”
and “Being Human”) starts speaking to you directly, asking a series of
questions.

EorLE WH LIKE
BLUE TEND T2 BE
DEPREVIVE.

Storyboards for the app. A

She seems winsome and friendly — a little too friendly, perhaps. “She’s
only recently out of a long-term relationship,” explained Matt Adams, one
of the three members of Blast Theory, “and she has a hunger for a new
social alternative.”
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Claire Cage, who
plays Karen in the
app. Ruler

But few software characters offer the peculiarly ego-boosting appeal of
adapting themselves to the user. This makes Karen an intriguing tool for
exploring the knotty relationship between digital personalization and
human solipsism. “We know we’re making a satanic bargain” when we rely
on personalized devices, Mr. Adams added, "but it’s a rich, murky space,
and we're not entirely sure what we think.”

Desert Rain

Desert Rain Video by



Blast Theory has explored murky territory before. One of its early works,
the 1999 installation “Desert Rain,” thrust six people at a time into a scene

of virtual desert warfare projected onto a curtain of rain — a medium that
blurred the line between the real and the digital. The six players had 20
minutes to locate six characters in this shadowy landscape and get out
alive. Only by watching a video at the end did they learn that the
individuals they were searching for were actual people — a British soldier, a
BBC journalist, a peace worker — in the Persian Gulf war of 1991.

»

Another piece, “Ulrike and Eamon Compliant,” commissioned for the 2009
Venice Biennale, began with visitors entering a small wooden room in the
baroque Palazzo Zenobio, picking up a mobile phone and being asked to
select an identity. They could be Ulrike, a magazine writer and single
mother who lives in West Berlin, or Eamon, a customs worker and father of
four in Northern Ireland.

Following instructions on the phone, they set out across the mazelike
passages of Venice. Along the way, it grew apparent from talk of bank
robberies and assassinations that they had chosen to be either Ulrike
Meinhof, a leader of West Germany’s Red Army Faction, or Eamon Collins,
a hard-line member of the Provisional Irish Republican Army — two of
Europe’s most notorious terrorists during the 1970s and ’'80s. Eventually,
after a series of probing questions, it also became apparent that the journey
from idealist to murderer might not be as far as one would think.

A scene from an
early Blast Theory
work, the 1999
installation “Desert
Rain.”




*Apoaatp uarey [[91 noA Suryiiue se SUI[EIAI S 3q

ued JoMSUR 3y, 08 NOA [[IM Te] MOH "sapedeosa A[Iaasun J9Yyjel 2Wos ul
WAy} JO 1910 3} 10 auo utof 03 pajiaul aq [ noA ‘diysuone[a1 pajeorduwod
A[[euonjowa I13Y[} pue UaIe) PUe JAB(] INOJE SIOW UIe] NOA se ‘Iaje]
“payeu yIe3s st ‘nok suriojut A[ssayjealq 2ys ‘oym aAe(] pawreu Ang swos
e J00p uado Apred e ygnoxyy daad o3 ey 231 umop noA FeIp 10 — 30I0AIp
JU2231 121} JO uonuaw € ut doIp 03 A[yI[un are ‘rasamoy ‘sdde I91Q ¢[99]
noA A[peq moy Iayjew ou syy3noyy poos Yury) o3 A1) nok jey], (A[ises no
passaxys 3128 noA jey ], ¢pooypiyo Addey e pey noA jeyJ, ¢yoopno onsmundo
A[Isow € 9ARY] JN PES S9WI}AWOS 218 NoA Jey] Aes NoA p[Nop :91e1s
[euonows InoA noqe Funjse Aq o sure}s uate)y ‘sdde yoeoo-ajIf [enjoe Iy

"WSIJOINU PUE SSIUI[(e32IFe ‘UOISIIAOIIXS ‘SSIUSNONUIADSUOD ‘ssauuado
:syren) Ajieuosiad aAy 81q,, 9] 2INSeIW 0] S)S9) pue salreuuonsanb

Iredax poowr Surpnoul ‘sua}sAs uonenyeas reardojoyo4sd piepueis jo
AjaureA B Wogj sjuawa[a 1912803 143noiq oym juejnsuod paseq-ogedry) e
‘@8e{ A[[a)] 01 pawny 109y ], }Se[q ‘OPNI[IUWISLISA JO 3SUSS B UAILY 9AIS 0,

"000°8Z$ [BUONIPPE UL PIp[RIA

TSTedIed JoeSyony) Y "I9WWNS SIY)} SI9sN UaIey| JO Jaquunu pajiur]

B 10J JU9A3 UOLoR-2A1[ © 2883 03 sue[d yorym ‘SI[EA) 19781 ], [FUONEN 1M
dryszaured ut pado[aaap pue ‘pue[Suy jo [PUNOC) SUY 3y} pue DFF 9y 4q
PopUNj I2jUad e UI[UO Ue ‘30edg 91 A PoUOISSTIIIND-00 sem Joafod ayy,
*A3o1ouy0a) Surqyoad s, dde sy do[easp 03 wiry [im Sunjiom TIUeAepuUe],
MOIN ‘s1aulred 3213 s A1091 ], ISe[{ JO I3joue 0} AOUIPISaI € pajuetsd

qe[ 9], "waty} Surnponul uey} I3Yjel JI0JU0ISIP JO S32IN0s Funeuri[e
10J [Te2 yoIyMm ‘uBisop sousrradxa Jasn jo sapdourid fejuswrepuny

ayy ysurede so08 31, ‘pappe aY ‘syoafoxd A10ay], Ise[g ISI[Iea JWO0S aNI']
"A[eA1SURIX3 A109Y, ISE[] YIM PRXI0M SBY] oYM qeT A}[eay PaXI 31 je
JIossajold e ‘piojuag 249§ pres  ‘uonsanb jeyy jo aqoid onsnIe UR ST USIRY,

'S nuapI aur[uo SuUroNIsuod ul vjep [euostad jo

3[01 9} pue — JMMm093g,, ey} puayaiduiod o} 1oprey A[YS31[s aq 0} 301AIS
Jo suw1a] s,9[3005) punoj A[Juaoal 1sa] AJI[Iqepeas pIepue)s e Suisn ety
103(01d ® — JUaSUOD SUITUO JO AINJBU S} SB SID}JBW YONS S91eFNSIAUL qe|
Ay, o] AepAIaAa 103]Je Ued Sa130[0UYd] [BISIP MOY Je SHOO[ YoIyMm ‘qerT
Ayrreay paxty s,wreySurioN jo Aisiaaruf) oy woly Joddns yim padofaasp
sem Juerjdwio)) uourey pue L[, pue Urey Hasa(,, N[ ‘UaIey



< MOIR(] Ul O[ye)] epLL| pue RI9ARy 08I(], :MIIARY NOIS30 ¥ LUV NI LX3N

aquosqns | Jaded sAepo] | studay JBpI0 'Il@M 001 |iW NOA SMouy Jey] ddy uy :aulpeay
3UJ YlIm LOIPa YIOA MBN a1 JO 9THY @8ed Lo 'STOZ ‘S |14dy U Juld ) sieadde 31U SIY) JO UDISIaN Y

o W] dures 3] Je AQ paAIauUN AISA PUR 0] UMBIP AI9A 31 9M FUIyjowos
Jo Arepunoq a1} Je YIom 0] Sunsaiajul sAemle s ], ‘PAAIISqO SWepy "I SY

"op am
UIy] am “Isea] Je I "Sn sMowy 1 JI se s1oe ey} 1axood no ut Appnq € juem
[T® @M asnedaq nq ‘s30qoI PIOUBINY JO 2081 B Pajeald SBY }SHUIIIS pewl
QWIS asNeda( Jou ‘Azznj umold sey uewny s Jeym Jo UOTIUYSP S} YIIym
ur aInnj e s31sod ualey ¢SIA[9SINO PUE SIDIASP INO UIIM]2q SUI[ 3} MBIP
9M Op 2IYAA :I9[IQNS JBYMIWOS ST 3)0A01d 0] suire J1 uonsanb ay) ‘[2Ad]
Iadaap e uo adedus 0] ysim noA J1ng unj 10j AoLns pade[d aq ued uarey]

« 9AnDadsIad Is1AnIoR UR 9XE] 0] SUIAL] JOU I DM,

"pres swepy “IJ ‘ssausareme ojul noA Sun{ooys pue noi Jnoqe uoljeuLIojul
Burderds noqe, A[[eax jou st uarey ng “Jesy dde ayy £4q paprdwod s[yoad
[eo13o[0yd4sd — 2AISBAUL ABS 0] J0U — JAISUIIXD Ue (66°€$ 10]) aseyoind

0} pajiAul 3q [[ A2} Jutod yoryMm Je ‘90usLIadxa 3y JO pus 3} yoeal

A31]} [qUN WA} INOQE PAUILd] SBY USIeY [ONUI MO MOWY },UOM SI3S)
"3NI} 9 0] JNO SWwIn} J1 ‘}sea| Je ased s1y) ut pue — sdde Surydeod-aJ1| Jo
astwoxd a1} ST ‘9sInod Jo ‘Jey], . 9ZI[eal UaAd jJou Y3l noA jjesinok jnoqe
s3ury) no puy nok djoy ued [ ‘aul [JIM aIeys NoA J],, ‘SAes pue eIaured

9y} ojur s)00[ uarey ‘aseyd nos-mowy-03-3uniad oy} SuLmp ‘uo Aprey



