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New exhibit
‘engaging’ the
imagination

BY SHAWN KEHOE

I'm no art critic. 1 wouldn’(
know the difference between a mod
ernist or an Imprp.\sinlllxt painting
if my life depended on it. But I know
what I like. I like computers. I like
lasers and physics. And [ definitely
like “Engaging the Virtual.”

“Engaging the Virtual” is the
newest exhibit at the Dalhousie Art
Gallery, a weird mixture of technol-
ogy and expression drawn from tal-
ent from across the country. Cura-
tor Doug Porter spent two years re-
searching and gathering works for
the exhibition, which runs from
March 9 to April 23.

Some of the works, like Nor-
man White's “The Helpless Robot™
took nine years to develop. David
Rokeby’s “The Giver of Names”
has been in development since
1991, and is a work in progress.

Catherine Richards “Charged
Hearts” consists of two glass mod-
els of human hearts, each in a glass
case that can be lifted by the visi-
tor. Between the two hearts lies an-
other glass structure, encasing a
device similar to a cathode ray tube.

When the heart is lifted, an array of

electronics causes pulses of light to

pass through the tube, mimicking
the beat of a human heart.

“It’s about our connection
with the electromagnetic.. how we
plug our bodies into machines,” said
Richards about her creation, which
took three years to design and four
months to construct.

“Charged Hearts” demon-
strates the multiple levels of this
exhibit; it appeals not only on an

abstract artistic level, but also on a

purely technical one, as a marvel of

construction and applied physics.

Artificial intelligence also
plays a large role in the exhibit.
Norman White's “The Helpless
Robot™ consists of a visually unim-
pressive structure that rotates like a
round-about. The robot pleads with
the visitor to rotate him to a specific
point, scratching his robotic ‘itch.’
If the visitor complies, the robot will
continue to ask for such favours,
becoming increasingly abusive in its
demands. Once it has driven the
visitors away, it begins to revert to
its polite persona, utilising its im-
pressive repertoire of 256 pre-re-
corded quotes.

“It’'s a comment on human
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The Giver of Names by David Rokeby

nature. We treat strangers more
kindly than we do our friends,”
noted White, who worked on the
project from 1987 and 1996. The
age of the project shows in the tech-
nology used; “The Helpless Robot™
runs on an ‘obsolete’ 386 compu-
ter. White notes that a gallery isn’t
the best place for such a creation;
he feels it more suited to shopping
malls.

Perhaps the most ambitious

project from a technological point of
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view is David Rokeby’s “The Giver
of Names."” The work consists of two
pedestals, one empty and one sup-
porting a computer. When an object
is placed on the empty pedestal, a
video camera interacts with custom-
designed software to analyse the ob-

ject in several ways, including col-

our, shape and texture. Using a vo-
cabulary of 150,000 words and a
word association program, “The
Giver of Names” goes about its task,
creating a sentence based on its ob-
servations, then creating further sen-
tences using word associations from
the previous sentence.

The sentences are grammati-
cally correct, albeit strange. One such
sentence was ~Lemons, more.eyeless
than other beady sectors, would par-
don no optical drops.” While watch-

ing the giver in action, I was re-
minded of the old joke about 1000
monkeys on 1000 typewriters repro-
ducing the works of Shakespeare.
We may be getting close to that day.
In the end, “Engaging the
Visual™ has something for everyone.
If you apprzciate the deeper symbol-
ism of artistic expression, you'll find
it there. If you admire fine work in
construction and technological inno-
vation, there’s something for you.
And 1if you just like lasers, physics
and talking robots, stop by the
Dalhousie Art Gallery in the next
four weeks. You don’t need to be an
art critic. This 1s an exhibit anyone
can enjoy.
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Summer Camp Jobs in the U.S.A.
Lakeside Residential Girls Camp in Maine—Visas Arranged
Counselors: Combined childcarefteaching. Must be able to teach or lead one or more
of the following activiies: gymnastics, tennis, swim, sail, canoe, water ski, arts (including
stained glass, sewing, jewelry, wood, photo), dance, music, theatre, archery, wildemess
trips, feld sports, equestrian. Non-smokers. June 18 to August 24. Atiractive salary (US)

Visit our camp on our photo website: hitp:/ihomepage.mac.com/kippewaforgirls/

To Apply: Appiications are available on our website: www.kippewa.com or contact us
at the numbers listed below for a staff brochure and application.

Kippewa, Box 340, Westwood, Massachusetts, 02090-0340, U.S.A.
e-mail: kippewa@tiac.net | tel: 781-762-8291 | fax: 781-255-7167

Graduates,

looking for a career

Consider Occupational and Public Health

2 years of study = a career promoting human environmental
health and safety

Enrol] in the School of Occupational and Public Health at
Ryerson this fall. Learn to apply science to everyday life and
earn a Bachelor of Applied Science (BASc). Progress quickly
into influential roles in a people-oriented career.

Your basic requirement for admission is a bachelor’s degree.

about the program:
416.979.5154
sophe@acs.ryerson.ca
www.ryerson.ca/sophe

about admissions:
inquire@acs.ryerson.ca
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