Encountering

by Reuben James Preston

A piece in the Gary Seven Show

Medium: data projection with 4 motion detectors

Introduction


The brief for the piece was to make a work of art that was a response to the Gary Seven Episode of  Star Trek.

Theory


I was keen to explore the way in which it is possible for viewers to interact with a work and impact upon it, therefore changing it for subsequent  viewers. The piece I decided upon was to be based upon snap shots of the whole episode, making it a narrative to some degree. The episode was analysed and a snap shot of the programme was taken every 30 seconds to provide a bank of 90 still images. The climax to the programme is the explosion of the atomic war head in the atmosphere and the safety of humanity. This view of the explosion on the computer terminal in Gary Seven’s office was used as a random event to occur during the viewing of the piece – as if to suggest that it had broken and provide a sudden change in the state of the viewers consciousness. The explosion scene lasts for about 2% of the episode so this figure was used as a tool in making it happen.

Technology


Since this piece needed real-time interventions, i.e. the detection of motion and the random even of the explosion scene, computer control seemed a fitting choice of technology. I wanted the technology to be invisible to the piece and not to be part of the aesthetic – my focus was the notion of consequence of visiting the piece and changing it – in an initially unknown way.


A rebuilt Pentium 2 machine was used and the control element of the piece was achieved through visual basic computer programming. At en elementary level the computer looked at the motion detectors and when it saw some movement it then changed the images, from the bank of 90 stills, in the elements of the display corresponding to that that detector’s assigned responsibility.  The four detectors are each in charge of four elements of the display.  The random event was determined by the generation of a random number between 1-100 and if it was greater than 98 the explosion scene was displayed for a few seconds and then the piece restarted.  The starting state was determined by making the computer randomly select any of the stills and place one in each element.

Evaluation


Setting the piece up in the Custard Factory was considerably more difficult than we had anticipated and my original idea of a back projection onto a screen was abandoned by the curator and a wall projection mode enforced. This had the consequence of making the technology visible to a degree and I am unhappy about this. It also means that people walking by interrupt the image which I am also unhappy about. The detectors work quite well and the flow of people around the space make for an animated piece. During the set up period people were intrigued by the process as well as engaged with the images which were projected. 


I am uncertain as to my feelings about the size of the projection. A smaller size may make the intensity of the colours more apparent and the effects of showing the piece in a lot of daylight certainly detract from the visual impact of the work. 


Given the time constraints of the installation of the work I am moderately content with the presentation although I would have been much happier to see the piece in a darker setting, and possibly with a greater degree of experimentation about the positioning of the detectors, possibly to organise the movement of the viewers as they approach the work through the gallery rather than hovering near the image.

