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Preface 

It was April 2024 when my colleague Pia Fricker from Aalto University and I met in Dublin, 
on my UCD campus, to serve as members of a selection committee the following day. The 
position we were to fill was an assistant professorship in Digital Landscape Design. A few 
weeks earlier, already aware that Pia would be coming to Dublin as an external reviewer, I 
saw an invitation to an evening lecture at UCD, during which the prestigious Ulysses Medal, 
the highest honour conferred by University College Dublin, was to be awarded to a gentleman 
I admittedly didn't know at the time. The event's reservation system allowed me to specify a 
guest I would bring, and so I entered Pia's name. In a later conversation with Pia ‒ and I 
mention this only in my own selfish defence ‒ I learned that she, too, was unfamiliar with 
this person. Early in the evening, Pia arrived on campus, and we had a welcome pint of Guin-
ness at the student bar. Then we went to the assembly hall, and in a somewhat stiff and im-
personal atmosphere, the recipient's medal was placed around his neck. An orchestra played, 
and then the medallist gave a celebratory speech. He began by saying that when he speaks, 
he prefers to explain something concrete to his audience rather than rambling on about gen-
eral topics. He then started a slideshow of old-fashioned, homemade, and not particularly 
appealing slides, on which he explained the foundations of what he was being awarded the 
medal for: the first and original research foundations of what we now commonly refer to as 
AI ‒ Artificial Intelligence. The man on stage was Geoffrey Hinton. When he spoke at UCD 
in April 2024, he hadn't yet won the 2024 Nobel Prize in Physics, which he shared with John 
J. Hopfield, for their foundational work enabling machine learning with artificial neural net-
works, the technology behind modern AI. We didn't know it, but we were sitting before the 
godfather of AI, and he explained to us, in the simplest, clearest, and most understandable 
way, what he and his colleagues had been thinking when the word AI didn't even exist, and 
what, in his opinion, AI is today and what it could become in the future. The Godfather of AI 
now believes that AI could become a real problem for humanity. Because, as he said, the way 
AI systems think and act is similar to human thinking, because it was directly derived from 
human thought by him and his colleagues. I remember realizing during the lecture that I was 
witnessing something absolutely extraordinary and captivating. Only afterward did I fully 
grasp what I had experienced. I had experienced a moment that, in my view, was comparable 
to Albert Einstein explaining the theory of relativity to us in a personal lecture or so. It was 
mind-blowing, kind of unbeatable. It was cutting edge. 

None of us are Nobel laureates, and our papers don't win us Pulitzer Prizes or anything like 
that, but we have chosen “Cutting Edge” as the theme for this year’s DLA conference at UCD 
Dublin because we believe that a specialized conference format like the DLA is the right 
place to listen to those who are at the forefront of research in our field. What we mean by 
“cutting edge” is not the redundant application and over-repetition of methods and ap-
proaches that currently seem to be en vogue, but rather genuine pioneering work, the practical 
application of which doesn’t even need to be known yet. After his lecture at UCD, Geoffrey 
Hinton was asked by an Indian-born postdoc what advice he would give to young academics. 
After more than a minute of silent reflection, Hinton replied, “My advice is that if you think 
you’ve found something that you consider really important, work on it for a very, very long 
time, even if the rest of the world keeps telling you it's not important.” Said by a man who 
today practically personifies the AI megatrend but for decades was ridiculed by numerous 
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colleagues for continuing to work on things like Large Language Models, which most people 
simply didn’t understand or couldn’t understand. 

Our goal in Dublin is to identify those topics that could become important in the future, in 
our field, and to identify the players who are truly cutting-edge. For this reason, we've de-
cided not to maximize the number of presentations this time but rather to be selective when 
it comes to choosing which papers and content will be presented and discussed at DLA. There 
will be no parallel sessions so that all conference participants can attend all presentations and 
discussions together. This isn’t about elitism; it’s about enabling DLA attendees to fully par-
ticipate in and contribute to what will advance our community ‒ over two full intensive days. 
There’s always the inherent risk of becoming stuck in a highly specialized scientific or pro-
fessional community. In German, this is described as “stewing in one’s own juices.” Which 
is precisely what we want to avoid. We’re hoping for intellectual sparring and heated discus-
sions at DLA 2026 ‒ even hall battles. We want to be genuinely challenged. We would be 
delighted if we all left exhausted but happy. And then we’ll go to the pub. An Irish pub, of 
course. 
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