CD-Roms

Michael Gibbs

Engoged, issue 3, 1995, Macintosh/Windows
compatible CD-Rom, £10, available from

Frgaged magazine, 334a Kennington Rd,
London SE11 4LD.

Boredom, curated by Susan Morris, Macin-
tosh compatible CD-Rom, Cambridge Dark-
room Gallery, 1997

To view a CD-Rom often one has Lo navigate
a realistic rendered environment, elicking
one's way through doors, rooms and corri-
dors. There are virtual versions of museums,
galleries, ancient buildings and stately
homes, and now, with the publication of
issue 3 of Engaged on CD-Rom, o Lypical
London public toilet, complete with the
sounds of dripping water, passing tube trains
and the hum of fluorescent lights, Partly
intended as a follow-up to a series of collab-
orative artists’ projects organised by Strike
in the public lavatory in Spitalfields, this
CD-Rom is less constrained by the require-
ments of actual, public space and allows
more room for an imaginative oceupation of
the entire, albeit virtual, envirenment.

The rendering of the public lavatory is
extremely detailed and makes cffective use
of the sorts of elickable objects that will be
familiar to users of garme CD-Roms, Entering
the attendant’s room, for example, one
encounters a table. On it is a working
radio/cassette recorder which plays inter-
views with the artists, an answering
machine with messages left for the editors of
Fugaged, and a pile of letters and drawings,
cach of which can be perused separately, On
the wall 18 & clickable calendar that contains
more artists’ works. Adjacent to the alten-
dant's room one sees a row of washbasins.
Clicking on the mirror takes one to a
sequence about Strike's series of projects,
while the towel dispenser next to it provides
a further series of texts written on the towel
roll, The actual works included in Engaged
are to be found in the eight toilet cubicles
and cach begins with a uselul written
description or statement, The full garmuat of
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digital techniques is deployed, from aural
and visual collaging (Oona Campbell and
Paul Ramsay), remanipulation of mass-
media images and found footage (Kath
Moonan, Tony Patrickson), image-text
sequences (Ronald Fraser Munro) fo John
Cuvley's Hypercard project, Book Unbownd,
o which readers can add their own material.
Katie Wates's 4 Porfion of Personalify turns
the user's cursor into a cute little wiggling
mouse thal moves across a collaged portrait
of the artist, causing eruptions of zany ani-
mations,

The producers of another recent artists’
CD-Rom, Boredow:, have eschewed virtual
environments and opted for a fairly conven-
tional catalogue-like format, complete with
introductory essays printed on an accompa-
nying fold-out poster. David Bate’s essay
mukes o comparison between Barogue space
and boredom and points to ‘a Baroque trend
of spatial illusions, theatrical imaginations
and intense feelings’ which has been made
possible by digital forms of representation.
Although it mav be argued that the ubiguily
of computerised images has produced a kind
of boredom, or ‘Sunday neurosis’, where sim-
wlation has replaced stimulation, none of
the works included in Boredor could really
be said to illustrate this sviuptom. What sev-
eral of the works do illustrale is rather a
thwarted stimulation, as in Edward Dor-
rion's RPRICK, which uses shots from a soft
porn video session together with the coaxing
voices of the two cameramen. The viewer
can control the girl's poses to some extent
but only at the cost of a sense of frustration

and awkward complicity. Equally thwarting
is Susan Morris's Text, which slowly scrolls
from top to botlom for 38 minutes, revealing
a suceession ol bibliographic entries and
guotalions on the subject of horedom. Not
only are various typefaces employed, buf the
text is also frequently cut off at the sides,
rendering it unreadable.

‘Boredom’, writes Andrew Benjamin in his
philosophical essay printed on the fold-oul,
‘will open up beyond itself onlv to close in on
itsell”, Boredom is characterised by the con-
fines of repetition and continuity, and so too
are some of the pieces on the CI-Rom, such
as Marielle Neudecker's Default Toilight
which loops low-resolution bands of colour
based on four stock fmages of sunrise, dawn,
dusk and sunset. Anna Mossman's Tunnel is
also a loop, a relentless, repetetive zooming
in and out of a mundane video scene showing
cars and pedestrians moving through a
tunnel. The use of repeated variations in
Baroque ornamental art is updated in Robert
Mabb’s animations of changing circular pat-
terns, which, although mathematically pre-
cise, are definitely boring! So too, Fmafraid,
is Muthew Hale's There was Silence in
Hewven aboul he Space of Half an Hour,
which requires the viewer to complete a 24
minute writing exercise using barely deci-
pherable letters comprising circles and
ellipses, with a translation of a German word
representing each letter. If's all too reminis-
cent of those pointless exercises teachers
give to school children as punishments.

Nevertheless, as a whole Boredom is not
boring. Indecd, the issues it raises (and
Lhese include social issues such as clee-
tronic tagging of recidivists) are relevant 1o
the conditions of life as experienced at the
end of the 20th Century, a time in which the
sensual, the decorative and the melancholic
combine in an ennui not unlike that at the
end of the previous century. While Engaged
looks ahead to the virtual transformation of
public conveniences, Boredom reminds us of
the inconveniences of the present.

Michael Gibbs is an artist and writer based
in Amsterdam, where he operates the web-
site: Why not Sneeze? (www.ccc.nl/sneeze/).
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