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wicH TEcH Fascinated by bow quickly technology is developed and discarded, MassArt student Ben Thompson turned obsolete computers into cyberbirds.

Digital art takes wing

From flying computers to virtual fountains, cyberpioneers

unleash a cascade of creativity
By CATE MCQUAID

I'M FLYING

. I tilt-a-whirl, heart in my throat, through red

ringss, vaporous like the rings of Saturn, setting off chimes and

rustles. The atmosphere around me mists with green and mauve.

A land mass below sits at the edge of the world. I flip backward

and troll toward a hovering spiral, eager to see what sound it will

emit as [ fly through it.

I'm in o virtual peality dealgned by vi-
sual artist Doborah Comall and Richard
Comell, her sound-artist husband, I{'s
st one of the stepa In “Spirited Fuins,”
an artist-disdgred virteal envirenment
at Boston University’s Department of [ns
formatbon Toechnology. | stand in froal of

a barge, S-by=l-food sereen called an -
meraadeak, and 'm outfitted with 8.1
opphes and a joystick

“Epirited Ruins™ ks one of countliss
compuber-based and computer-genesit-
e art projecta firing up these days
aroun Boston, putting the city on the

magp a8 a magnet for cyber-art,
Exhibitions featuring computer-gen-

eraled art are nearly &8 cofmmon in local

galleries and museurns x8 are shows of

paintargs. 3 n

Cyber-gallieries display art in a vari-
ety of formms: images, text, video, 3-10,
arsd live performance (ssk accomparing
schedule an page 141

*Wheen it comes 1o painting and
sculpture, Boston has alveays had a poor
eousin relationship with Mew York,™
said Dana Mosor, o somputer artist and
professor ot Massachusetts Colligge of
Art_ “But when it comes to electronks
rviclin, it's the inverse, People come



from MNew York tovisit the MIT Media
Lab."

Gaorgo FHNeld, founder of the Boston
Cyherarts Festival, a biennial celebration
Rakirg place mext yoar, concur

“Baston ta one of the centers of the
workd for this kind of art, for two reasons.
This is n great town Bo be an artist in, and
ithis ia whire the technalogy s There are
companics inventing nirw midin for artists
i explore,’” axys Fifleld, a bearded, svan-
cular fellow who earlier this year co-pro-
duced “The Electronie Canvas,™ a half.
biiar special on WGEEH ahout computer
ari

Onee of the companies Fifield refers to
ks ZCarp, which Lakes the specifications of
a 3-D ebjoct and creates it For hee instal-
lation “Recodl,”™ now up ot the DeCaordova,
video arlist Danles Mardks had her bady
seanmid in 30, ECorp replicated the im.
age In eclhalose,

The 3-D “print,” an 8-inch reprodue-
tiom of Marika's bady, formed in a box of
thie white cellubose powder, The infors-
teon frorm Uhe scan coused a fxative injects
od Into the b to take o particular shape -
in Uhis case, that of Marika's body. When it
wis done, Marika reachid into the powder
ardd pulls ot Bhe mosiel ol heranll, much
like are would roach inbe sand for a buried
LRI

She has same models im the basement
studio of her Brookline home, They're
chalk-white and break easily, but the detail
s Femmarkable: You can see the tendons on
thie baek of the medel"s hand.

“Recot],” a video projected into a micetal
basin, shows Marika nede, crouched In a
fi<tnd pogition Lo protect hirsell a8 b k&
pelted with mini-Marikas, She's trapped in
thie cold wesse], withaoat iven a stilch of
clothing to shield her.

Marika turmed techrobogy inte a tool 1o
cxplore payehalogiesl Baues - in this case,
thi: constant asault on husman vulneeabil-
ity The new masdnim wdids a bonus thems:
What does it meean (o be processed by
technology? Here, you end up being st-
Lacked by what you have spasmed,

“Wa're all al¥iectid and processed by
the techrology,” Marika said, “We're using
it, wi think we're wsing it, but 5 affects the
sy we think and the way we interact. 5o |
put my body in that teajectory, gave mysell
wgs Uy B, Fuvews oy by it bl ok, and
theem b it thrown ot me."

Michaal Wernyon onnd Susan Gambla
are better known as holographic ariisis,
batst Uhwir ahowe at the MIT Muscum, “0hb-
sirrving Uhe Obaervers,” turns the tools of
aebence on the sclentista, Their subjects
wirre Lhi astronosmers al MIT 2 Haystaek
Chservatory, who wse digital eqaipment to
senn the sk, Wenyon and Gamble used
similar bechniques Lo caplure images off Bhax
scieniists and their work spaces. Tho art.
ik then wsed g softwarne program to com-
bine the images, ereating pamoramle and
ringzlike displays. Their presentation mi-
rics Lhir cool, imperaonal prosess of o s-
entisl serulinizing an object, bt in this
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Computers get rhythm |

|~ welcome 1o the world of |
| electronic music. Page 15 J
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HoME-cdwN Deb Todd Wheeler started with acorns gathered
outside her home and ended up with “space-age” sculpture.

caser Uhe object is the scientist,

Mnmy artists who work in these new
mmedia take the socielegical implications of
thie Internet as their theme. Sarsh Smiley,
whase “Virtual Beret Project™ can be seen
At Mobius through Seturday, s intrigeed
bor “the soctal part of the Inbernet.”™

Since 1984, Smiley has been ieviting
her fellow travelers in cyberapace Lo innent
artists, deseribe their portfolios, and die-
perihe Uheir berota, the stercotypieal ym-
b for an artis?. Her goal is oo find eut how
poople percenae arlists,

Initialty, her confributors just wrele
ahoul thelr virtual artists Cheer Lme, they
started submitting images. both of the art
and the Imaginary artist. Seme conlri-
buters have even written CVs and curated
ichibitions = all in oyberapiee.

(e participant doseribod his artist as
“n dark haired bearded man, of unknown
nger” wh “works exchesively with bananas
ax hiz medium {'rm:l:irg ephermeral smulp-
turea of great beauty and yelloamess™ The
artisd’s beret: why, a banana, of course,

14 was as i Lhe artist was another part
of wheo they cotald be™ Semiley sald. “Ard |
lesarmeed what people thought abott art and
creativaty.”

Likee Brpiley, Carmin Karashs ks fourad
a virtaal commounity on the Intermet. Kara-
s conedders hersell an art aclivisl. She's
part of a group called Electronie Distur-
banee Thester, which encourages civil dis-
chedienee in cyberspace. The group has
arganieed virtual ait-ins, during which
thousands of protestess log on Lo one Web
sibe At @ sed timse. Thiey conslder the ait-ins,
likee o réeent one in suppart off the rebedlion
in the Mexican regon of Chiapas, a form of
performance,

Karasic also makes hor own Wib-
baced amd digital art, She's developing o
Wl alte that uses anlmatbons Lo examine
hast, power, and violenoe feom her vantage
peoink as an Afriean-Ameriean waman ard
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fram that of her art partner, Rodf van
Galdar, a Dutch white man, Their aet will
T o wiew At the Artists Foundation Gal-
lery in June. Alter the show, she'll submit
the work te the Intermational Symposium
of Electronic Art. a decades-old biennial
ovgnt,

Karasde alas curates a virtual art gal-
lery, besa sestere and more beractive
than the kind with 2tark, white walls, The
Baston Cyberarta Wieh site, wanw boston-
cvberarizorg, featurea o gallery with work
desigred mﬂinll}' far the Wb, ke the
Bali Highway, which takes the ayber-en-
turer into the dusty halls of the mythical
Baston Museum of Matural H'L-cl.-lilr_;.r.

It's one of countless online gallenes,

WALK-THROLKGH ART: ."-"'u.-i.]tqrs can walk and fly thmugﬁ “Bpirited Ruins,

=gEcoi” Dienilse Marika hod her body scanned o create a
mode] (Lop), which is pelted by mini-Marikas (below).

]

i virtigl s
vironment desipned by artists and programmers at Boston University,

with links to irdividual nrt Web sites, “You
can find ol different kinds of art on the
Web," sald Karasie, “It can be time-based,
maligical, p-crmnnt.'" Eany mudomms are
e saedting up Web sitea that don't only
archive their actual art, but Bnk to cyber
art.

Ban Thompson examines the .*qm-.\d
with which we develop and then discard
niew technebogy, Thompsen, a student of
Dana Moser's af MasaArt whoae thesis
abiray will he up et mombh, Fues Bakoen the
hiasks of obd computers, broken them open,
aned animated them inte bird: ke ereae
umis

“Thiry'll have mechanieal components
that mdkee then fap their wings and My in
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formation,” he said,

Thompson his bearmid bow to ran a
e roproesor and disipn soltware, but
b also worka at the duller edge of techmnol-
oy He boves using the obsolete hardware,

“Artists have nover [before] had the
wvailability of as much technalogy as there
is oust there now, and the high-end, graph-
ie-oriented and culling-edge Relds poner

concephunl prounding and not roly on the
bells and whistbes of nirw technology -
what Marika calls “the wow factor.” That's
why Jennifor Hall, wha for 15 years has
run Do While Stadis, n nonpeofit agency
ithat gives young cyber-artists  chanes to
spread thelr wings, doesn't like to talk
abaut the hottest new 3

“The cutting edpo is not the most inter.
esting place,” Hall said.

“A new technology ks made by an engi-
neer in @ vasmm, snd he cxpects cultune
fa fill the void. An artist prows technobogne
from the calture. The newest evolution of
things are slippery animals " Hall sald. I
ym'm“:tuﬂmrdm.jwdm'tm if wour
work will survive the shifts of a changing
calture.”

Hudl k= working on a praject of ker own,
Wmmmaﬂrﬂﬂlﬂ
pea plants, “The peas generate power
through their growth to run the robots™
she explains, admitting she’s not yet cor-
tain that peas have enough energy to keep
A robol . She hopes bo have the
gardin up and ranning (prowing?) ot the
DeCordovn Museurn during next year's
Cybirarts Festival.

Traditionalists may resist the comput-
er's mark on artwork. Even o vivid plece
desimed on a eompuber and peprodused
ot the artiet's darling, an [Fs printer,
deesn’t shew the handiwork - the brushs
strokes, the printmaker’s impressions -
that n computer-free artist boasts about.

Then agin, traditiorulists decried
printenaking when it first came on the
acenit, and photography after that,

“It's a recapitulation of what has hap-
pened te other artists,” oxplaing the Cy-
berart Festival's Fifield. “But lock at what
youn et on the computer: You find this vir-
tunl symesthesin, All media bovoms one,
You can print out a 3-D representation of a
sound fils, you can make o video out of 3.0
objects. For the first time, sculplors have
something as mundane and exciting to
work with as "Bave As' and Undo." ™

The comvenienes of the niw technology
L't lost on Deb Todd Whaeler, o new
mother who found she couldn't spemd as
Fivch i in the studio.

"1 turned to the computer,”™ Whoober
eaid. The resulting project, on view next
manth in o MasaArt Grculty show ot the
Fideral Reserve Bank gallery, is “all about
the computer, and working st b, ok
ing something virtusl and kecdeg the UPS
truck deliver it to your door.”

Instead of making the trek from ber
hame in West Boxbury to her South Bos-
ton studio, Wheeler sat down with somme
graphics software, She made a digital
drawing of an acorn in three dimensions,
then “unfolded"™ it onseroen as if the image
wis 5 plece of origami she was decon-
structing. The computer-generated acorn
pattorns wene sent 09 4 metal shop, ctehed
in copper, and folded up.

“They're supposcd to be soorns, but
thesy lopk ke spaceships. 1 by to work al-
ways with nature - | got the acorna from
the ank Eree outside my front door. But for
et this ks Lhe beginning of somcthing mw,
Fums, and spaceage,” Wheeler aaid,

Deborah Cornell’s contribution ts the
“Epirited Ruins"” space-ag virtual envi-
roamend at BU starbed out in life asa
painting she made. She photographed the
painting. seanned the slides, and then digi-
tally manipulated what had been a flat sur-
fx0¢ into an airy, haunting 3-1 space. A
visitor to the space, then, is literally {or
virtually} inside n painting,

“F used the same sort of eritical judg-
ruent o [ weould in painting or printmak-
ingg.” Cormell radd. “What's different i the
meechanics and the pace.”

Ben Thomipson and Dana Mosor aleg
designed parts of “Spirited Ruins," Their
project involved networking the virtual on-
vironmenk bo real sculptures in o gallery in
anpther bulldirg. IF, for instance, vou were
in the madlery and approached a fsntain
designed by artist Harriot Brisson, you
would set off & sensor that would cawse Uhse
waler in the fountain to Qow, At the same
tiene, the water in the virtual founlain cons
nected to the real fountaln would also start
to fow. The same works in reverse: ap-
proach the fountain in the virteal world,
and the water in the gallery blocks away
will start running,

The folls at BU who devised “Spirited
Rulns,” the Scientific Computing and Vise-
alization Group, have alss conmected the
environment Lo camputer: ns far afield o
Taiwan, Enter the virtual reality, and
you'll mee yourssll represented by the tip of
your joyatick. Look arcund, and you might
fired someons ¢lse already there, inthe
form of a litthe blue alien, and the teo of
youl can internet.

"W can s whre your compandon i
in the virtual environment, and there's te.
lephony to talk to other navigators,” said
EU's Laura Giannitrapani, one of the pro-

gram's designers, “Unfortunately, thom

are onby a few institutions xround the
world that have the high-speed network
and alen have Immersadoalksa,”

What Cornell blees about “Spirited Fu-
ins" is that “people don't go into it with an
art expectation,” o they don't have to
work their way through preconceptions
about how Lo look 0t art and what art
mmthownyuﬂrmmﬂmnuuywlk
inbo & muscum. Here, you just dive in, and
ltsﬁm.md}wmnyurmrnﬂkmum
your'pe surfiege arodnd the sirtual insides of
2 painting.

That removies the o of artiness from
the experionos, and opens up U viriua)
workl, and the World Wide Wob, Lo artists
ardd viewers alike. The wall bebaeon view-
er ard artiet eollapses; the mediator of art
dealer, surator, and critie i creunvented,
A huge deor has been Murgs ogen, amd new
ing im |k whitewater,

It's ax wild & riche 3w n virtuad Might
through the “Spirited Ruins.”

When you stop back info reality, vou
ey find yourself dizzy or even queasy
from the experience. But you won't bo soe-
ry you got your feet wet.

Cate Motruriol txa freclance wrider who e
evy art gudlevies fir D (ilobe,
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