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Executive Summary

A Database is essentially an electronic filing system in which data (be it text, images or sounds) can be quickly retrieved by means of a computer program. The use of databases is common place within the field of business but is less common within the field of art particularly in terms of using them as the basis of the artwork itself. In the course of this summary we shall discuss a few examples where they have been used and the technical concerns regarding them.

There are principally three means of using databases in art. The first is to use them in the more traditional role as a store of information. On the Internet site 

www.cell.nl/protocollision
multi-media works by individual artists are stored in a central database and can be retrieved by the user based on the individual artist or by subject matter. Metadata is the term given to tagging such multi-media work with keywords such as the artist’s name and subject matter so allowing quick and easy retrieval from the user interface. The database effectively becomes a gallery by which the artist can exhibit their work but is not an artwork itself.

The second is to make art out of the representation of the data in the database. Lisa Jevbratt in her 1:1 project 

www.jevbratt.com/1_to_1
includes the creation, maintenance, and visualization of the C5 IP database, containing the IP addresses to all hosts on the World Wide Web. She creates five interfaces for navigating the web, and to generate a new topography of the web
.  In the interfaces the user is allowed to drill down to next ‘decimal portion’ of the IP address by means of the graphical representation of the IP addresses. This data will be held within a number of tables within a database with each portion of the IP address acting as a foreign key of the current table and the primary key of the next table. The database schema is a relatively simple one consisting of only four levels in terms of its hierarchy.

This idea is taken further in Andy Deck’s piece ‘Bardcode’ 

www.artcontext.org/bardcode
where sound clips are stored on a database. The data is visualised as a series of barcodes (hence a play on words) allowing the user to navigate through the plays of William Shakespeare to listen to the scene they have chosen. This is also likely to utilise metadata to tag each sound clip with the play, the act and the scene from which it is taken.

Josh On and Futurefarmers (NZ), 2001 in their piece ‘They Rule’ 

www.theyrule.net
take the visualisation of data further revealing the complex structures of the inter-relationships between large American companies. The data is visualised in the form of maps which can be expanded by the visitor. The website offers a large amount of interactivity allowing the visitor to save their maps and post comments. 

In all of these examples when art is made from the representation of data, the creativity of the piece must be offset by usability of the interface so allowing the user to still be able to navigate effectively through the data.

The third and final means by which databases can be used to create art is as an artistic experience driven by the user, or some external stimuli such as the Internet so therefore making it unique experience. The database can act as a store of multi-media clips which are retrieved by some given criteria. In the case of the ‘100 000 Streets’ interactive installation by Geert Mul (NL), 2002, the database contains images of New York, Tokyo and Rotterdam, the visitor can effect the speed and size of collage produced by their movement on a platform. In ‘Soft Cinema’, an installation by Lev Manovich (USA/RUS), 2002, custom-made software retrieves audio-visual material from a number of databases and edits it live into a unique story (algorithmic editing). This story can be non-linear in nature.

For such real-time artworks it is important that the data in the database is organised in an efficient manner to minimise the time it requires to retrieve the data. This is potentially the most exciting of the three forms of using database in art. By scanning the Internet and utilising ontologies for word associations it would be possible to create artworks which are constantly changing just as the Internet is constantly changing. 
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� Taken from Lisa Jevbratt own description of her work at www.jevbratt.com/projects.html





