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A hedge fund manager, a social game
developer,and a former Grateful Dead
drummer walk into a museum . . . .

It sounds like the beginning of a joke about Northern Cali-
fornia stereotypes, but in fact it’s simply a typical gathering of the
Board of Directors at San Francisco’s Exploratorium, a world-
renowned museum of science, art, and human perception that
drew about 560,000 visitors last year.

The Exploratorium has many layers, from the hundreds of
interactive exhibits sprinkled across the main floor, to profes-
sional development programs for middle school and high school

science teachers, to an artist-in-residence program that engages
artists, musicians, poets, and filmmakers in collaborative projects.
But beneath all of those is the core community of passionate
individuals who keep the museum running and—even more cru-
cially—evolving.

“We’re all addicted to the ‘aha!’ moment,” board chairman
George Cogan says of the diverse group of some three dozen board
members who range in age from mid-20s to mid-80s. “We’re basi-
cally trying to create experiences that nurture creativity and curios-
ity—creating a generation of thinkers who could be scientists or
could simply be part of an informed citizenry that asks questions.”

The Exploratorium’s

PERFECTCHEMISTRY
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The Exploratorium, long a gem of the Bay Area, is well on its way to a
spectacular new waterfront home. A driving creative—and fundraising—

force behind the move is the museum’s Board of Directors, a diverse
group of individuals from the worlds of technology, financial services,

philanthropy, and music. Together, they form the ideal team to help guide
the celebrated institution to new heights of innovation and success.

Text by Robin Hindery // Portraits by Jack Hutcheson
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Shona Brown

George Cogan

Artist rendering of the new Exploratorium
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William Bowes, Jr.

The future of Piers 15 and 17
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To that end, the board and the museum’s dedicated staff have
united to pull off a major feat, particularly in a down economy:
transitioning the 43-year-old Exploratorium from the Palace of
Fine Arts to a new, nine-acre waterfront home at Piers 15 and
17—a $300 million project that is already 75 percent funded.
Cogan credits the Bay Area’s “huge and very generous” philan-
thropic community, many of whom “have known and loved the

Exploratorium for a long time.”
“To have the museum directly in the flow of

life of the City will be really exciting,” board
member Shona Brown says of the prime real
estate situated along the heavily trafficked
Embarcadero. “It’s sort of a hidden gem now.”
The 330,000-square-foot Pier 15 facility is sched-
uled to open in the spring of 2013.

Brown discovered the museum for herself
around age 11 while her family was temporarily
living in Palo Alto, and then became reacquainted
with it as a graduate student in engineering at
Stanford. Now the senior vice president of

Google.org,Google’s philanthropic arm,Brown describes a “nat-
ural affinity”with the museum and its focus on inspiring and sat-
isfying curiosity. “If everyone understood science better, the
world would be a better place,” she says.
Curiosity has never been something George Cogan lacks. A

trained physicist and head of Bain & Company’s global technol-
ogy practice, the Atherton resident spent his New York City
childhood taking things apart, from kitchen appliances to his
bicycle. “I’m a tinkerer,” he says. “I’ve always been curious and I
just love to figure out how things work.”
That much is obvious after visiting Cogan’s Palo Alto office,

which is decorated with the kind of visually enticing, slyly educa-
tional objects he loves. Just off the reception area, for example,
stands a set of apparently simple connected pendulums that
swing in extremely different and unpredictable ways depending
on how you start them, demonstrating the concept of chaotic
motion. The apparatus, known as the Chaotic Pendulum, was a
gift from Cogan’s wife and was formerly on display at the
Exploratorium.

Cogan joined the board 15 years ago upon the recommenda-
tion of a friend of his wife’s, and he took over as chairman in
mid-2007 following the eight-year tenure of William Bowes,
Jr., who remains active as Chairman Emeritus.
Bowes, a Bay Area venture capitalist for half a century, is the

founding partner of U.S. Venture Partners (USVP) in Menlo
Park and was the founding shareholder of Amgen, now the
world’s largest independent biotech company. After focusing his
investments largely in the medical industry, he continues to
devote much of his time to education and medical research
through his support of UC San Francisco, the Hoover Institu-
tion at Stanford, and the Seattle-based Institute for Systems
Biology, among numerous other entities.
Cogan credits his predecessor with being “one of the main

reasons it [the Exploratorium’s move] got momentum.” Asked

why he’s so passionate about the museum, the 85-year-old
Bowes doesn’t mince words: “Education, education, education.”
That’s exactly what drew San Francisco hedge fund manager

Ravin Agrawal to join the Exploratorium board about four
years ago. “By the time my daughter was about 3 years old, we
were regular visitors. It was a place I enjoyed tremendously, but I
didn’t know what a huge impact the Exploratorium was having
on education globally,” says Agrawal, managing director of
Corellian Capital. “Then I had this kind of Matrix moment
where the curtain was pulled aside, and what I came to learn is
that the exhibit floor is just a means to an end, and anybody who
visits is basically a participant in a huge [research and develop-
ment] effort related to education. Once I discovered that, I sort
of fell hard.”
Agrawal points excitedly to the programmatic growth that

will be possible in the museum’s new home, which will allow for
triple the capacity for teacher development (the Exploratorium’s
Teacher Institute, for example, currently turns away two appli-
cants for every one who’s accepted) and double the classroom
space. The Exploratorium also will be able to grow its Network
for Exhibit-Based Teaching, which allows museums and science
centers around the world to “borrow” theme-based collections of
Exploratorium-designed exhibits.
With his daughter turning 9 this year, Agrawal views the

“We’re basically trying to create experiences that
nurture creativity and curiosity—creating a generation
of thinkers who could be scientists or could simply be
part of an informed citizenry that asks questions.”
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Exploratorium’s expansion through the eyes of both a fan and also
a father concerned about “the huge shortage of women in engi-
neering and computer science,” he says. “It’s not so much about
learning hard skills as about generating the kind of imagination
and excitement at a young age that lasts with you for a lifetime.”

Fellow board member Dan Yue knows firsthand the impor-
tance of early exposure. His father
first took him to the Exploratorium at
age 6, helping to nurture a love of sci-
ence that led him to a B.A. in physics
from Swarthmore in 2005. Three
years later, he founded the social gam-
ing company Playdom, acquired by
the Walt Disney Company in 2010
for a record-breaking $563.2 million.
“My mom would tell me about her
friends asking her why she was en-
couraging me to go into physics. She
would tell them it’s important to
know how the world works,”Yue says.
“Science education can be applied in
any sort of field.”

Since joining the Exploratorium
board about a year ago (to his father’s
delight), Yue has focused on increas-
ing the reach of the museum’s website,
which hosts 40,000 pages of original
Exploratorium resources. “I felt a lot
of the opportunity for improvement
was very similar to what I do day to
day—not just making a video game
but also distributing it,” he says.
“The Exploratorium already has all
of this high-quality content, so now
it’s about improving distribution and
awareness.”

The magnetism of the Explorato-
rium for a technology whiz kid like
Yue or a lifelong science buff like
Cogan is hardly surprising. But then
there’s Mickey Hart, a former Grate-
ful Dead drummer whose presence on
the board may leave some scratching
their heads. Spend a few minutes

talking to Hart, however, and it’s clear that the percussionist’s
passion for the museum is no less ardent than that of his fellow
board members.

“I was there in the late ’60s when it first opened, and it obvi-
ously affected me,” says Hart, whose post-Grateful Dead career
has led him to experiment with various ways of incorporating

science into music, including the
transfer of light waves from deep
space into sound waves. “My visits to
the Exploratorium spawned an in-
quisitiveness into the beginning of
our universe and led me into my
exploration of the cosmos.”

Hart, who was voted in as a board
member in February, says he never
could have imagined the role the
Exploratorium would play in his life,
but the beauty of the museum is its
accessibility and adaptability.No mat-
ter what your age or background, the
Exploratorium “allows you in on the
conversation about big, complicated
issues,” he says. “Gosh, if I had access
to something like that when I was in
school, I might have turned out to be
a scientist. Instead, it [the Explorato-
rium] has helped me become a musi-
cian-scientist.”

It takes a special kind of place to
captivate such a diverse collection of
minds, and for over four decades, the
Exploratorium has proven to be just
such a place. And the future looks
even brighter. “The move to the piers
will be transformative on so many
different levels,” says Cogan, his inner
tinkerer shining through. “We’re cre-
ating a science center for the 21st
century, a very happening com-
mons where new ideas are debated
and explored. A place that offers
something different for everyone and
a completely different experience
every time.” �

“It’s not so much about learning hard skills as about generating
the kind of imagination and excitement at a young age that
lasts with you for a lifetime.”

The Exploratorium’s

NEW HOME
Pier 17 was built in 1912, while Pier 15
was built in 1915 and rebuilt in 1931.

The Pier 15/17 campus covers nine acres
of waterfront and equals the length of one

New York City block.

The raw space is almost five times larger than
the current Palace of Fine Arts location.

Teacher development capacity will triple, while
classroom space will double.

A multipurpose, 200-seat theater will provide
space for lectures and conferences.

Plans for the museum include 35 types of glass,
13 carpet colors, and 41 paint colors.

The project will add 1.5 acres of publicly
accessible open space to the waterfront.

For more information, visit
www.exploratorium.com/piers.
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Dan Yue

Mickey Hart

Frontal view of
the new Exploratorium
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