KNOTTING THE IMAGE: THE VIRTUAL ART GALLERY PROJECT
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Wi are withessing a strange confluence of techmno-
logical philssophies between one of the most
ancient of arts (lextde dewgn) and wab IﬂEilgl'l
Every fibre artist already kioad haaw the web
weorks even if they have never surfed betore

Wikaw mg and hl'll:l'l'l-l'lg threads '.I}:JE‘“'-IZ'-‘ 5
analogows 1o hyperknking images and words
across the net. It is then perhaps no surprise that a
digital artist (Kurt Brereton) and a textile artist
{D:ana Wood Conroy) have joined forces to lead a
miew cegital art research project that brings
together design and the visual ans

Thee Virtual A Ga BTy FI'C_E‘-.'I 5 8 meseanch
inetiative from the Faculty of Creatree Ar15 at the
University of Wollongong in Australia. One of the
5.|gn-1 cant cutcomes of this PrOgECt &5 (e
development ol a new soltwane apphcation titked
Wirtual Art Gallery. The software will be able to be
downloaded from the weh

Drag and drop galleries

After an initial survey of current on-line gallenes
across the web, a second survey tangeted a range
of actual commercial, state mun and cammunity
drven galleries with the aim of finding out what
they wanted & virtual art gallery to prowvide for
them. A protatype galleny wad thih constructed to
test levels of interaciwvity, ease of use and interes
among users, Cver 905, of current web basad
galleries have very poor levels of interactivity and
creativity especially regarding the use of images
and sound. The vast majenity of sites depended on
conventional analog metaphoss such as the pholo
album to display work rather than utilising the
unigue capabilities of a virtual exhibtion medeem
it was quickly recognised that what was needed
Wwas an easy to use “drag and drop” appaication
that coubd quickly deliver a varety of gallery
eniranments (eg sculpiure ganden, white cube of



cyied galiery) far the wwebh or an CD. Tha
applecation is designed primarily for-artists and
gallenes who wiash 1o doplay current exhibithan
matenal or build an archive data base of past

ghiows ar builld OWs for imdisiduals
Interactive art

Fully utilsing the wnique features of the web
means taking adwvantage of hyper linking, Interas
fraty, data base resources and muitirmedis

L1

emironments. Most pecple wall mitially b
attracted to the ssimplicity of the Rrograim ¥ ol
simply drag images mnto pecture frames and type
et inlo boxes that have Been already mounted
fior YOu in a3 g lery room or garden sethin . Yet
the research impetus for unoernaKing th hopeCy
was driven by a percened nesd Tor a truly wirtual
gallery whene viewers can inleract with works and
art dmmect thedr onwm nevwy WioTks USINg raw matenal
LEEXT, images, sounds, graphics) Trom withen the
program or connected web sites

Fessarch 1-n|:|-"g indeCate that only 6% of on-line
gallenes make good wie of nteractivity while only
11% of gallenies have explored sound and video
madia options. Thes state of play can anly be
partly attnbuted (o the slow band rate modems
and early warsion browsers. Anpther significant
factor is what may be dubbed the culiure of ease
that drrves the consumpisan of infarmation on the
wel, It surfers have to wait more than a few
seconds, or stop and download a plug in, o think
about the vaganes of navegation, then the game is
up. Gen the obvious ergonomic, social and
financial drawbacks of web surfing, the big
advintage the web has over the actual world just
as radio, TV and telephones did before it, is the
Collapse of time and space hmitations. Hence the
emphasis an marketing the speed of delrery and
global transgressions of national bosders. What
separates the web from other media s the abality
1o mteract with multimedia information in real
ume irespectae of tme and space

The knot and the pixel

in many ways the web can be thought of as a
crazy-patierned knomed tapestry of sEEmanghy
chaatic threads that when seen from a distance
fmaps out a intricate and beautiful mage. While
the overall rhyzomatic fabric of the web looks
bewilderingly complex the basic building blocks
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and structure of the weave is very simple
The simple half-hitch knot is the basic unit
for every macrame artwork. The pixel is
likewise the basic unit for every digital
image. Both knot and pixel are digitally
driven. The knat can be reversed to produce
different patterns and the digital image is
made up of zeros and ones. Just as every
piece of fabric is built up by combining the
binary juxtapositions of warp and weft
threads so 1o is the digital image built up by
switching on or off a tiny electranic signal

The web is a textile

The web is plural by nature and so is a piece
of fabric. The threads of every woven bolt of
cloth go beyond the patten. They trail in a
fringe begging to be reconnected to another
fragment of fabric. In a sense all fabrics are
of the same cloth just as all images are of
the same web. The web is diffuse, an
inexhaustible open fabric of signifiers, a
seamless weave of codes and fragments of
codes through which the reader must cut
her ar his own bias. All texts, be they
written or woven, are woven out of other
fexis - every word, Image, piece of music is
a rewarking of other texts which precede or
surround 1t All art is, in this sense,
intertextual and 1o greater or lesser extent
also interactive.

The meeting of arch analog craft and super
digital virtual will be full:,r witnessed wwith the
next generation of computing technology
The advent of wearable computers - digital
garments, and bio-implants, will unleash a
boom in new media design and art. It will
also challenge the traditional notions of
what craft and art are and what science and
technology are. The development of the
virtual art gallery project is a tiny step in
realising the opportunities made passible by
digital technology and the vast resources of
knowledge and experience that crafts
people and artists can bring to the virtual
world il

Kurt Brereton



