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Science and the café society

THE AXIS CAFE IS A GATHERING SPOT just off Potrero Hill in San Francisco. The neighborhood
is postindustrial, but the streets are lined with Audis and Toyota Priuses. Inside the café, mod-
ern art decorated with Saran wrap and chicken wire adorns cement walls. Customers line up
for pomegranate juice, Thai peanut chicken sandwiches, or herbed duck breast on focaccia.

Tonight the place is packed and, as someone
tests the speakers, one could easily assume that a
poetry jam is getting started. But this is an audience
of another sort. Instead of turtlenecks and designer
ripped jeans, they wear “Electronic Frontier Founda-
tion" hats, and T-shirts that read “Don’t worry, I'm a
geologist.” The meeting is a so-called science café,
where layfolks sit down with well-known scientists
and quiz them about everything from dark matter to
stem cells. =

Science cafés started in France in the '90s but
have gained traction in recent years throughout
Europe and the United States. Enthusiasts say the
point of these gatherings is a free, laid-back lecture
that balances learning with a sense of awe.

The guest tonight, glaciologist Kurt Cuffey of
Berkeley's geography department, is talking about
Antarctica. “I've never done a forum quite like this,”
says Cuffey, who produced a laugh when he admit-
ted to once eating 50,000-year-old ice. “With stu-
dents in classes it's a very different vibe, because
they have to be respectful in a way that these people
don't.”

Audience members munching biscotti regularly
interrupt Cuffey with questions or stories. People
are encouraged to argue—one asks about the 2004
movie The Day after Tomorrow, in which climate
change triggers a new ice age. Cuffey patiently
explains the film's faults, and one can tell Dennis
Quaid is not popular with glaciologists.

Later the same week in a Berkeley pizza pub,
Jeff Grossman, executive director of the Center of
Integrated Nanomechanical Systems (COINS), talks
to the East Bay science café about nanotechnol-
ogy. Like an actor performing at a dinner theater, he
constantly breaks from descriptions of microscopic
quantum dots or carbon “buckyballs” as waiters
bring pizza and beer to the tables.

“The information exchange between science and
A —— the public is at an all-time low," says Grossman, who
spilled his own beer during the last slide. “As much as there is a stereotype of scientists as
being nerds, there are lots of scientists who actually can talk to people—and want to.”

Science cafés (or “cafés scientifiques” as they are called in some circles) can now be found
from Washington, D.C., to Dayton to Denver. Some, like the one in Palo Alto, are sponsored by
private companies. In the East Bay, the science café is run out of the Berkeley Natural History
Museum. Still others are just cobbled together by science enthusiasts like graphic designer
Juliana Gallin, who started the San Francisco group called “Ask a Scientist.”

“You come here for a couple hours and you leave thinking ‘| can't believe | just heard that,””
she says. “| like to be dazzled. And so | figure if | do, other people will also.” —Erik Vance

Information exchange: Professor Fred Wilt
discusses sea urchin genes with a science
café audience at the Axis Café.
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