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THIS IS AN INTERVIEW WITH MIRON LIVNY ON APRIL 26, 2010. SO, WE’RE COLLECTING INTERVIEWS FOR AN HISTORICAL ARCHIVE, AS I MENTIONED. AND THIS MEANS I’M GOING TO ASK YOU QUESTIONS THAT MIGHT SEEM KIND OF BASIC. EVEN IF I KNOW SOMETHING ABOUT YOUR WORK, MANY OF THE PEOPLE WHO MIGHT USE THE ARCHIVE MIGHT NOT KNOW, AND IT’S USEFUL FOR THEM TO HAVE INFORMATION IN YOUR OWN WORDS. SO TO BEGIN, BEFORE WE GET TO THE DETAILS OF YOUR WORK, TELL ME A LITTLE BIT THAT WILL HELP ME UNDERSTAND WHO YOU ARE AS A RESEARCHER OR AN EDUCATOR AND HOW YOU GOT TO THIS PLACE WITH MIR. 

Okay. So, I’m a computer scientist faculty, and I have been working in the area of distributive computing since my Ph.D. work that I finished in ’83. And the ideas and concepts have been sort of translated or manifested themselves in the software systems that we have been developing over the years. And the result of all this, I am today leading the Condor project, which is over 30 individuals that are working in the project. And all this is part of a recently-formed – not that recent anymore, I think it’s three years – formed the center on the UW campus, which is the Center for High Throughput Computing. So, that’s in terms of the background. And maybe one thing to add here that may explain some of what happened recently, is that we have been always working closely with the main scientists on using our concepts and technology frameworks to advance their scientific discovery. So, we have collaboration that ranges from single PI or even sometimes a Ph.D. student, to some of the largest science endeavors undertaken by mankind, like the LAT. So, that’s sort of in terms of background. 

I got involved through Marsha’s inviting me to serve on the program committee, and we had a couple of discussions where it was…I wanted to make sure that my potential concerns are going to be addressed before I say yes. And she promised, and so that’s the way I really got involved in it, through the program committee. Then, I was included in the Morgridge director search, and when Sang was…decided to join us, he asked me to lay sort of a bigger role through what is today called the Chief Technology Officer. And since Sang and I worked on and off in the early ‘90’s, we had a partnership going on. So, I accepted the responsibility of the CTO of MIR and Morgridge, and then got as a bonus the CTO of WID, as well. So, that’s where I am today. And, yeah, that’s sort of the history. 

GOOD. THANK YOU. SO, CAN YOU GIVE ME THE COCKTAIL PARTY VERSION OF YOUR WORK. IF I MET YOU AT A RECEPTION FOR ACADEMICS, NOT NECESSARILY ALL SCIENTISTS, HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR WORK TO ME?

I describe it as I’m building communities of computers. I’m pulling together or enabling people to build communities of computers so they can work together to accomplish common computational goals. 

OKAY. THANK YOU. SO, WE KNOW THAT EACH OF THE MIR THEME LEADERS GOT INVOLVED FOR SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT REASONS. YOU MAY FEEL YOU’VE ANSWERED THIS, BUT MAYBE TAKE IT ANOTHER STEP. CAN YOU TELL ME HOW AND WHY YOU, IN PARTICULAR, BECAME INVOLVED WITH MIR?
[Timestamp: 5:10]

So, I’m sort of not really a team leader, because my group stays here in computer science. I don’t move my operation over there. I think I got involved because others believed that my…the type of work that I’m doing in computational science or cyber infrastructure, or whatever you call it, is going to be very important to the mission of the Morgridge and of WID in general, as the role of computing is becoming really critical to almost everything that’s going to happen in the building. And I believe also that the leadership position that we have in this phase also adds value to our presence in the part of the Wisconsin Institutes of Discovery. Another angle is that, as I mentioned earlier, we have a lot of experience in interdisciplinary work at all scales. So, this is definitely a reason that I find the Wisconsin Institutes of Discovery a tremendous opportunity for the campus. And to the extent that people will allow us to contribute, that’s where we think we can offer our experience, our insight, methodologies in this space. 

SO NOW THAT YOU’RE INVOLVED, WHAT DO YOU SEE AS THE RISKS AND BENEFITS OF BEING INVOLVED WITH THE INSTITUTES?

So, I will summarize it actually in the way that I answered the questions of some of the boards of trustees, is what keeps me awake at night, and I think…is the concern that my team, or the part that I am responsible for or I would say everyone in this operation, does not realize that we don’t know what we are doing. I would say that almost everything associated with this operation, there is no place we can go and read a book or read a paper and read and say, “This is the way to do it.” Now, I believe that we have the talent to tackle it, but it’s a unique opportunity, to do something which is completely different in all aspects. 

OKAY. HOW WILL YOUR WORK LOOK DIFFERENT AS A RESULT OF BEING INVOLVED?

[Long pause] It’s a good question. The…at some level, I want to say that it’s a natural next step. It’s a big next step. But if you look at the history of how our work here evolved from developing, installing Condor in the late ‘80’s, to becoming a significant player in the department, on the campus, getting to a leadership position in the open science bid, taking these concepts to the national stage. But we really never had on campus an entity which is sort of bringing together the entire campus or becoming sort of an anchor for the entire campus in the area of interdisciplinary, where one of the bond disciplines is the computational part. So, at some level, it’s natural; on the other hand, it’s a significant step, I think, for us on the campus. 

OKAY. WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU WILL BE ABLE TO DO AS A RESULT OF BEING INVOLVED WITH MIR, OR MAYBE MORE BROADLY, THE WIDS THAT YOU WOULDN’T BE ABLE TO DO OTHERWISE?

[Timestamp: 10:21]

It’s…I think it’s a combination of the means and opportunities, right? And the fact that…another unique aspect of, obviously, of Morgridge is that it’s a private organization that is operating in a different, let’s call it, style that you operate in a publicly-funded operation. So, all these, I think, will give us new and significant – when I say it’s sort of natural, it doesn’t meant that, oh, this is just a small step – it’s a natural process when you move from being two years old to being eighteen years old, right? [Laughs] It’s pretty significant. So, the…it’s a big laboratory for making things happen, and also the focus, the attention, the way that the thing is placed, not physically, but there’s nothing like this on campus. Nothing that is, I would even say, I’m not aware of anything that is at this level of strategic importance for the campus that you can compare to. It’s true that not everyone has a piece in it at the moment, but almost everyone is aware of it, and there is an ongoing process to figure out how it plays a broader role on the campus. But this by itself is extremely powerful. And for us, it is a place to meet more, to see more, to have impact more, to…and then, we have an amazing building from the IT perspective or from the technology perspective, that it is also a huge laboratory. You know, our goal is to use the building as a lab by itself for, whether it’s for wireless, whether it’s for RFID, whether it’s for building control systems, there’s a lot of stuff that we can do in the building because it’s such a smart building. At the same time, we have to do it right. I just came back from a meeting now that we are dealing with how do we maintain all the redundancy? That we have high availability of the building, how do we deal with security, that nobody comes in and sneaks in and starts controlling the building from the outside? I mean, there are a lot of aspects in many dimensions that this investment is enabling us to do. And then, if you add to it the flexibility of a private, profit organization, in terms of making decisions, of allocating resources, of changing direction, it’s huge! 

OKAY. SO, YOU SAID A COUPLE OF MINUTES AGO THAT YOU’RE NOT EXACTLY A TEAM LEADER IN THE SAME WAY AS SOME OF THE OTHER TEAM LEADERS, SO YOU’LL TELL ME IF THIS QUESTION DOESN’T QUITE FIT FOR YOU. WHAT ARE YOUR MOST IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS AND CONCERNS AS YOU TRY TO FILL OUT YOUR TEAM WITH NEW PERSONNEL, NEW FACULTY, WHATEVER?

Yeah. So, definitely, my team is already involved in getting the building ready for occupancy. So, I think that, speaking about things which we don’t know how to do yet, is how do you build a team that has responsibilities to Morgridge, to WID, and to the University? Because if you can come to me tomorrow morning and say, “I have a problem or that I want to use the Center for High Throughput Computing,” which is a university center, or you can be a WID researcher and come to me and say, “Miron, we need to do this,” or, “How about being involved in this,” or, “Would you be involved in this proposal,” or whatever. And then, I have also somebody from MIR coming to me and saying, “How about this,” or, “Write me a support letter for…,” or, “Are you going to host this,” or, “We need to do that,” whatever it is. So, they’re three entities, and I believe it’s important to maintain a single team, because of a lot of reasons. 

[Timestamp: 15:43]

One of them is that it’s very hard to find good people in this space, and trying to put them here or here or here weakens our ability to deal with a problem when they show up. As I told you earlier, I have over 30 people. I can today come and say, “Drop everything that you’re doing, we have a need here for the next two or three days. I don’t want you to do anything but we have to solve this problem.” I can mobilize as many as I want. And we need that, in order to make this thing work, because if we don’t respond in the right way to the issues that we run into, then we will not do what we are supposed to do. So, when I’m building the team and I’m dealing with the budgets and all the streams of support and all that kind of thing, how do we create a single team that benefits from the flexibility of being a single team, but at the same time supports and addresses all the restriction, the separation of funding and all that kind of thing? Which, today, I have to do it in any case because I have over a dozen lines of funding from federal funds and university funds. So, I still, even today, many of my people are a fraction here, a fraction here, or two months here, and then I move them over because I need to solve the problem there. So, if I had to hire a person only through one line, we would have not been where we are today. So, that’s the…and there is also the, I would say, the question of size, right? And the bigger you become, it has impact. You will obviously relate to it on the social structure of your organization. And bigger is not necessarily better, in terms of culture. So, I am continuously trying to figure out what is the right structure and what is the right relationship between what we are providing as a common capability and what is sort of more embedded in the teams themselves. 

And we are doing it already today on campus. We just hired somebody today, a couple of weeks ago, months ago that is half between us and chemical engineering, because for a while, we were maintaining them because they didn’t have anyone, so we don’t let them die by the side of the road. And we are actually working with another lab. So, the question is: Where are the boundaries and how do you move people in and out? It’s going to be very important. And since we have all these entities that we really don’t fully understand how they relate; there are tenants. This is all a work in progress. And as I said, even people who’ve thought it through, nobody had done it before.

OKAY. SO, I WANT TO TURN TO A FEW BROADER QUESTIONS NOW. THE INSTITUTES ARE KIND OF AN EXPERIMENT. LOOKING AHEAD FIVE YEARS, HOW WILL WE KNOW IF THAT EXPERIMENT HAS SUCCEEDED OR AT LEAST IS GOING WELL?

I have to be careful what I’m saying, but I don’t care. I mean, you can…I mean, I would argue that it’s like pornography, when you see it, you know what it is. I think that the important part of this question is not the answer but the question, and that we continuously ask ourselves and try to gauge our impact on the campus. And it’s not clear to me how much can be accomplished in a year or how much can be accomplished in three years or how much can be accomplished in five years, because there are so many dimensions. 

[Timestamp: 20:10]

And one other thing that I know from my own experience is that there are certain processes that I have been advocating; I delivered the proof for it in a cycle of ten, fifteen years. And, again, coming from the other side of the street, where you’re coming from, a lot of these processes are long and multi-hop. It’s not: Oh, we will create a new Vitamin D. Yeah, it’s great if we could create a new Vitamin D in five years, but I think that if that’s what we say, unless we create another Vitamin D that will create a tremendous financial benefit to the campus, we will fail if not. Or, if we will have 74 joint proposals with people, like more than 5 disciplines, and if we…. I think that it’s important that, as I said, we ask the question, we try to gauge it, and we try to develop even a framework for how do we evaluate the impact of changes in the campus, right? If I come to you today and I say, “Okay, I want to invest $200 million in something and it will have an impact on the campus,” how do you measure impact on the campus? How do you know whether the campus is doing better or worse? I don’t think that we know it. Ignoring with… and you’re basically…the assumption behind this question is here we made a significant commitment, which I think is important to recognize – this is not, okay, two TA’s that are going to sit – it’s not only the money, it’s a huge statement. And if it becomes also another building with another space and then it’s not good for the campus, but how do you gauge something that…in terms of campus impact? I don’t think that we know. 

OKAY. 

But we should ask the question all the time [laughs].

VERY GOOD. ONE OF THE KEY FEATURES OF THIS EXPERIMENT IS THE HYBRID NATURE OF THE INSTITUTES. HOW DO YOU UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WID AND MIR, AND HOW WILL IT AFFECT YOUR WORK?

So, I already answered some of it as that it will…that the people inside the beltway don’t like to call it challenges, they like to call it opportunities. So, it will have opportunities, in terms of understanding the boundaries. It will…when the building was designed, they will say they will have two networks that will come from the two sides of the building, and they will go down to the machine room, and there will be the WID network and the MIR network. Ridiculous! We have one network, it doesn’t make sense to do this kind of thing. So, defining the boundaries and understanding the boundaries is part of the experiment, if you want. Or, I think in the same way – and, obviously, this is strongly related – is that understanding  the boundaries between WARF and the campus has been a work in progress over the years, and it’s still…and, obviously, this is adding another dimensionality to this special relationship. But none of it is cut-and-dry. 

So, I think that in the same way, when you come to a new…into a young faculty coming to the department, to the university, and you say, “Look, here is a system that says you can go and ask for funding from NSF, but we have here a nonprofit organization that’s sitting next to us, and this nonprofit organization can provide us funds as insurance for your application,” right? This changes the way that you are operating, right, because you will in some cases, if you are smart, you will play things differently, knowing that you have the insurance, versus not having the insurance. Right? You may take a bigger risk. It’s another parameter, and we got so used on the campus for the research committee funds that we don’t think about the fact where is this money coming from, and that this is really money that is coming from a nonprofit organization that’s sitting next to the university and is providing these funds.

[Timestamp: 25:40]

Now, how can I as a WID leverage the flexibility or the opportunity that can come out from MIR or the connection that I may have to a private organization that can create a channel, this is a tremendous opportunity. In the same way, how do I expose via MIR the diversity, the flexibility, the power of the university, because it’s a channel in the other direction, right? Because I can…because there is the proximity, I can create something that is more in line of what a commercial entity will want, but, still, I can provide the hooks into the broader community. So, this is what is the tremendous…and I think this is also, based on everything I heard, the vision of the Morgridge. By coming and saying, “Look, we have one very successful relationship between a nonprofit and a public entity, in terms of the relationship between WARF and the university, can we add to this mix? Another piece, and as you pointed out, an experiment. And, obviously, there are hooks that are going, right, because these form connection between Morgridge and WARF in the way that the thing came into…and at the moment there is significant support and WARF is also operating the Town Center. It creates a social structure which is different. It will depend on the leadership on all sides to recognize how much it is a threat, you know. There are people who consider the Morgridge as a threat to the university here, taking all the good people and with their funding over. But we had this problem before, right, the problem of graduate school centers taking away the good, the productive scientists from the department and taking with them the overhead money. All these crossing of boundaries – and we were just talking about it recently with somebody – there are more boundaries, more question of where you belong to, what’s the relationship between Michael Ferris, who is sitting there and the Computer Science Department. And I have to deal with it on the IT, how much of his assets he wants to keep here. What is going to be a mailing address? Ferris says CS or Ferris says Morgridge or Ferris says WID. I am being told…I wanted to have a business card that says what your mailing address is, and these are…and they create a ripple effect throughout the system.

[Interruption and interview resumes at 31:12.]

SO, I HAVE TWO MORE QUESTIONS. 

[If I don’t write it down, then….]  Yes. Okay.

A LOT OF PUBLICITY FOR THE INSTITUTE TALKS ABOUT THE PUBLIC AND THE BROADER COMMUNITY AT THE UW MADISON AND BEYOND. HOW DO YOU THINK ABOUT THE BROADER PUBLIC AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO THE INSTITUTES?

I consider the Town Center as a tremendous opportunity. And I do think about how we can expose what we do in a way that will trigger more awareness. Obviously, if we can impact young minds to be more interested in what we are doing, but also, all the minds to better understand what it means to do what we are doing. We have a huge spectrum here of exposure, because, so far, if I want to communicate with the Madison community, I don’t have…or I cannot think of a place where I can go and hang my stuff, if I want to have a display of the computing that we are doing or something. Now, how to communicate it is another challenge. And the fact that we’ll have an outlet doesn’t necessarily mean that we know how to use the outlet. And, obviously, there is also the technology aspect of how do we provide the technology capabilities to make it attractive and to deliver the goods for all the other groups. So, I have to think about it, how do I use it as an outlet for what I am doing, but also, how do I generate the infrastructure that will provide an outlet for others. There is, obviously, an interesting question of can it also be an inlet, not only an outlet? Is there things that we can get from the community back as input to what we are doing? I don’t, to be honest, I don’t know. There is some work that’s been done in the games department, I think, and can we engage amateurs to help us in solving problems? Right? But that, obviously, you should talk to Susan and her team that that’s…but that is actually getting something back, rather than using it, let’s call it, as sophisticated PR. And I don’t mean in the negative sense, right? Educating the…about the value of what we are doing to the community, you can look at it as PR, because we may need the support of the community in the future. But it also, I think, is important for them to understand the value in general that we are bringing to the table. So, we definitely think about it. We have to…how to do it is, again, part of the long list of things that we don’t know how to do. 

[Timestamp: 35:26]

OKAY. HOW, IF AT ALL, DO YOU THINK THAT – AND, AGAIN, YOU MAY BE SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT HERE – THAT MOVING INTO THIS NEW SPACE, INTO THIS NEW BUILDING IS GOING TO AFFECT YOUR WORK?

I mean, the physical move will create…I look at it as a trade-off, you know. It will create stress because another office, another place, another thing to worry about. The same thing is true for my people: Are you here? Are you there? Are you in between? Where are you? On the other hand, it’s all the opportunities. It’s a wonderful space. It’s an exciting thing. It’s motivating. It has all the other aspects of it. 

So, I don’t plan on moving anyone except for myself in any kind of a permanent way there, so we’ll have people there running the kiosk, running…troubleshooting. We’ll have machine rooms there. I think that we can do most of it without putting people there that there will be sort of their permanent time. But it goes back to what I also said earlier, is the split is an opportunity and a challenge, because it creates more stress on the team that has to keep all the piece…because we’ll have an asset here, we have an asset there, we may have assets in other places. And I hope I don’t have to put somebody there that is there all the time, because then I have to deal with what happens if this person is not there and how do they talk… My group likes to meet in the hallway and to talk, and for a while, we had space, before we got…in the old building, we had space, but it doesn’t exist anymore…I rate this ugly building that was here. And just this distance was not healthy to the group. I don’t allow telecommuting…if there is an emergency, it’s a different thing, but a lot of my colleagues in other institutions have their whole operation is one guy in Hawaii, the other one is in Colorado, the other one is…much easier to recruit this way. But I don’t want to work like this. Either people are here or we will not do it.

SO, SORRY, SO MOST OF THE PEOPLE WILL STAY HERE.

Most of them. We don’t have really office space, except for myself, we don’t have real office space in the building. We have some desks. We have a kiosk on the second floor that we will use to promote or engage, or whatever you want to call it, the Center for High Throughput Computing. So, people who will be there will need somebody to stop and talk to, who have a presence there. But I don’t consider this as putting somebody there. And we had the one space in the basement, which would be what we call a “war room,” which is a place that we can bring in people and work as long as it takes to solve a problem. You know, these guys who don’t shave and take showers for 36 hours, or whatever [laughs]. So, we created one room there that we can let them just work on it until they get it done. 

VERY GOOD. ANYTHING YOU WANT TO ADD? 

No, I think that I…I covered…it’s…I think for all of us who are involved in that, it’s a wonderful…it’s a wonderful and scary opportunity. As I say, I haven’t seen a revolution without blood, so if we are going to have significant impact, it has to cause hardship somewhere. It cannot be everyone, you know, we change something fundamental on campus and everything remains nice and everyone is happy and smiling. 

[Timestamp: 40:15]

It’s going…it will have…I don’t know. It will…it definitely, if you want to expose as more the have and have-not. It’s sort of suddenly you have something, you have the direct funding from the state at the moment on the WID thing. You know, unfortunately, a lot of what we are doing is money-related, and, you know, it’s an amazing building and so how do we take advantage of it and no turn it into something that people will look at it and say they hope it will fail because “They’ve taken my TA, my summer support?” I am very aware of it. And I’m aware of it in my own shop, right, because I’m not…not that I’m trying to brag, but I am, out of 35 faculty, I am probably 30 or 40 percent of the research funding with my operation.

IN THIS DEPARTMENT. 

Um-hmm. Sorry. I’m trying not to plate my office with gold and not to run gadgets and things like this, because I think it’s the wrong thing. But there is…I can sit at a meeting and there’s a discussion about to spend $2,000 on this or that or this or this, and I make this decision ten times a day. And I say, “Okay, yeah, I’ll pay for it, let’s get out.” [Laughs] And I have to hold back, because that’s…there are people who are living in a different level of resources. I cannot very well say, you know, “What you are asking, this big investment, is less than my weekly travel budget, so let’s keep going, and I need time.” And I think we have this. The state investment, and there’s the WARF investment. There is a significant money issue. And as you asked me the first question is: How are we going to measure success and measure impact? And what does it mean to a faculty who, rightly or wrong, assumes that the money that went there is the reason why they didn’t get their research committee funding last year. Now, proving that this is not the reason, you know, you can spend the rest of your life arguing that this is a different part and this is different. If people feel that this is something that is moving the campus in less…more emphasizing biology and medicine…there are a lot of…so, there will be pain. But I hope at the end of the day, it will be better for the campus in the long run, because I think the campus itself is facing some challenge. Just being on autopilot or cruise control, or worse, cruise control, it’s not good news. And I think that maybe, on a personal note, where I am in my career is…either you keep doing what you are doing – and, trust me, I have more than I want, more than what I need to do – but then you can move up sort of in a traditional call it management or leadership position on the campus. You can become an associate dean. You can be dean. You can become provost. You can become…. So, this is sort of in the traditional past, if you want to have impact on the campus. And here’s an opportunity to do something which is completely new and different and will hopefully have an impact on the campus. It’s a career change, but not in a sort of…in the traditional past. 

GOOD. THANKS SO MUCH!

Okay?

THANK YOU! 

[End of audio and end of interview at 45:07.]

