Ars Electronica
June 22nd - 27th, Linz, Austria.

/

F

il
il

" e A1

=3
K
=]
e
-
Pt

Michael Bielicky ‘Der Innere Beobachter'

The World from Within was the theme for this years
Ars Electronica, Europe’s key computer aris fesi-
val, which took place in Linz, Austria. References fo
the theme abounded, from the ubiquitous data-
glove/helmet VR set-ups through fo Stelarc’s per-
formance with a camera in his stomach, in which the
interior s formidably on display. However, all cer-
fainty of the existence of the interior was fairly
rapidly questioned, following US animator Charlie
Gunn's explanation of the ideas behind the comput-
er animation Nof Knot - one of this years prizewin-
ners. Offering us a guided tour through hyperbolic
geometry it makes simple the concept of anti-knots
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and flying through right-angled dodecahedral fesse-
lations of hyperbolic space. Or so he said.

The problem that many of these works encounter is
typified by Not Knot. We seem fascinated by the
look and the spectacle but seem unable to find much
of ourselves within it. The World From Within seems
to be about the world as seen by the sterile eye of
the computer camera os much as any human view. A
large-scale performance by Kirsti Allik and
Robert Mulder from Canada attempted to depict
the ‘basic contradictions associated with human
awareness’ by miming in white suits alongside large
scale projections of computer generated images.
They managed to include all the key elements like
‘interactive’, 'mulfidisciplinary’ and  ‘Steven
Hawking’ into their catologue notes, but | found it
vaguely reminiscent of Vision On sef 1o the sound-
track of Darth Vaders’ spaceship directly overhead.

The festival featured the works of over fifty artists in
many media and divided the work up info Computer
Grophics, Computer Animation, Interactive Art &
Computer Music. The festival was obviously well sup-
ported in that way only middle-Europeans know
how, with buses fo all venues and the occasional
chilled Austrian bubbly on arrival. The infrastructure
was all there, with plentiful, well researched notes
and well-run events. It all reeked of the high art
world at work, calling the shots with its credence
undiminished by commercial compromise. But it's a
sad footnote to these events that the British experi-
ence will never mach this, while most of us still feel
horribly guilty about spending this much meney on
something which Peter Weibel (on the festival
jury) describes as “transcending the local event hori-
zon”, | guess by this he means computer art allows
us fo see heyond (as he says) the “prison of space
and time”. If so, 'm still waiting to be convinced that
we are ready to be let out.

Some works, however, did hegin to chip away of
their intended targets. Jeffrey Shaw offered us a
Virtual Museum, with a cool frip through a finely
rendered computer museum courtesy of a wired up
office chair, a rotating platform and o whacking
great big Silicon graphics workstation. By sitting on
the chair and rocking or spinning it, the platform on
which you are positioned rotates. As you move, the
image on the screen in front of you guides you

through some beautiful virtual exhibits in time with _

your movements.

A piece that offered us another form of graphic
quality was Jean-Louis Bossier's Globus Oculi
Using the computer like a personal snapshot album,
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the work allowed us to elegantly flick through a
series of short Quicktime animations which were
triggered by a trackerball pointer. If we placed the
pointer beneath a childs chin, for example, we heard
and seen her chuckle.

The installations were spread across two main
venues in Linz. The modern Brucknerhouse concert
hall, in a small park overlooking the Danube, and
the clossical Londesmuseum Francisco Carolinum.
Various other venues were also used, such as the
ORF (Austrian Broadcasting) studios and a spectacu-
lar church high on a hill overlooking the town,
reached by a cute wooden funicular railway. The fes-
tival also made some atiempt ot a historical per-
spective with exhibiis of milestones in software
(including Teiris, After Dark ond an anonymous
virus) plus an extensive frawl through someone’s
garage fo produce a large museum of experimental
video and audio hardware. It's very sirange to see
the kind of thing | lust saw propping up shelves af
LVA being tastefully presented within natty perspex
cabinets. Some of the pieces had been brought back
to life and allowed a degree of interadtivity, so the
place was full of Austrian schoolkids playing D.1.Y
Nam June Paik.

It was a large festival, with stacks of hardware, and
was pervaded by a sirange kind of artificial show-
manship which demands that you put up a screen to
hide the hardware, but you leave a gap so everyone
can look behind to see how it's done. A festival like
this is part train-spotting, part fearless aphorisms,
with computers being seen as something unified, a
single tool with some common approach for ifs
users, and a notion that being a technological para-
digm, it must also be an artistic poradigm. It's
intriguing how long this approach can be sustained
as the various branches meander off in their own
direction, often making more successful reference fo
their lineage, not to their technological base.

However, it has o be said that his festival did sill
refain an air of experiment and eccentricity, with sci-
entists talking about arf, and arfists remembering
their 0'Levels. With creditable installations by
Williom Seaman, Agnes Hegedus and
Christopher Steffner, the art was well-represent-
ed, but personally | am still trying to decipher the
nanotechnology seminar with Richard Dawkins. It
seems likely that, if it has anything in common with
hyperbolic geometry, | will need to direct my imagi-
nation, as it says in the programme, ‘info the very
bowels of the material".
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