


SPECIAL SECTION: MICROCOMPUTERS ENHANCE THE ARTS
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CHICAGO, IL— C om puter artists w ork
ing in  areas su ch  as anim ation an d  
video synthesis have usually had to 
negotiate access  to expensive ($80,000- 
plus) m ini- an d  m ainfram e com p u ter 
system s. Now th e  creator o f a  high- 
level g rap hics language called ZGRASS 
says h e ’s developed a  far less exp en
sive system  that co sts  about $11,000 
an d  is m ore interactive than  the equip
m ent video artists are used to dealing 
with.

ZGRASS w as developed by Professor 
T hom as De Fanti o f the inform ation 
engineering departm ent o f the Univer
sity o f Illinois at Chicago Circle. M uch 
o f  the groundw ork for ZGRASS had 
b e e n  d o n e  p re v io u s ly  in  a n o th e r  
graphics language De Fanti developed 
called  GRASS (Graphics Sym biosis Sys
tem). GRASS w as designed to ru n  on 
th e  university’s PDP-11/45 m inicom 
puter.

"ZGRASS falls som ew here betw een 
Pascal, Smalltalk, Lisp and BASIC. I’ve 
tried to  take the b est features o f each  
on e,” explained De Fanti. "You d on ’t 
have to  deal w ith storage allocation  b e 
cau se o n e  third  o f the code is directly 
related to graphics. You can  ju st say 
circ le  an d  you  have one; you  d on ’t 
need an  algorithm .”

W ord s p ro b a b ly  d o n 't  do th e  
ZGRASS system  ju stice ; it is a  visual 
an d  ‘n o n sta tic” m edium . D escribing 
th e  ineffable is a  problem  De Fanti is 
u sed  to  dealing with. " I ’ve devoted my 
ca reer to doing things you c a n ’t do in 
print— then I always get asked  to  de
scribe m y w ork,” h e  said.

ZGRASS ru n s only o n  th e  UV-1 com 
pu ter system . T h e UV-1 offers less reso

lution an d  few er colors than  larger, 
m ore expensive system s, bu t De Fanti 
said, " I f  you ’re  moving im ages (which 
is w hat ZGRASS is designed to do), you 
don't n eed  as m u ch resolution. And 
w h en  you  use ch aracter generators 
an d  p ain t program s, th o se  a re  not 
done in real tim e—w hich  m akes for 
m ajo r production  problem s," De Fanti 
said.

De Fanti form ed a  software com 
pany called Real T im e Design (RTD) to 
m arket and further develop ZGRASS 
(RTD is currently w orking on  a  con 
su m er version o f th e  ZGRASS system).

A sep arate com p any called  Data- 
m ax, In c., se lls  th e  c o m p le te  UV-1 
p a ck a g e , w h ic h  in c lu d e s  ZGRASS 
firm w are (32K EPROM), 32K RAM ex
pandable to 64K for CP/M  com patibil
ity, Z80A m icroprocessor, W inchester 
hard-disk drive, 320 X 202 X 2-bit reso
lution, 256 co lors w ith fou r colors per 
area, two RS-232 ports, video output 
an d  NTSC (National Television Stan
dard Code) com patibility.

"ZGRASS is  a language th at’s easy  for 
artists to  use because it gives im m edi
ate  feedback," said  C op per Giloth, a 
com puter-graphics artist at RTD.

M any o th er artists involved in co m 
puters and video in the C hicago area 
use ZGRASS a s  well. Ja n e  Veeder an d  
Philip M orton have u sed  it for several 
p ro d u ctio n s, co m b in in g  co m p u te r 
graphics, video synthesis and film  and 
audio synthesis in to  unique sound- 
and-m otion w orks that have appeared  
o n  public television.

V eeder bought o n e  o f the first UV-1 
system s a  little  m ore than a y ear ago 
w h en  sh e  w as an  artist-in-residence 
for the city  o f Chicago. V eeder said she

doubts she w ould even be using com 
puters in  h er work today if  it w eren ’t 
for the UV-1.

“If I had had to go b ack  to school to 
le a rn  FORTRAN o r s o m e  o th e r  
lan g u ag e— forget it, I w o u ld  never 
have d one it. I w ent from  practically  a 
know -nothing having to  do w ith pro
gram m ing to  ZGRASSJ becom ing  my 
m ain addiction. It’s  an  extrem ely ra 
tional system  that does a lot for you 
w ithout getting in y o u r way,’’ she said.

Veeder w orks m ainly in  the area o f 
video synthesis, w h ich — before get
ting th e  UV-1— m eant using large an a
log com p u ters to  generate patterns
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an d  m anip ulate video im ages. V eeder 
w ould then record  th e  im ages on tape 
o r  use them  in  live perform ances.

"C om p uters are ju st a t th e  point 
w h ere real-tim e processin g  is a cap a
bility, an d  ZGRASS is ju st fast enough 
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ZGRASS
c o n t in u e d  f r o m  p r e c e d in g  p a g e  

to  get in to  that,” co n tin u ed  Veeder. "I  
w o u ld n ’t w o rk  w ith  a  c o m p u te r -  
g ra p h ic s  sy stem  w h e re  y o u  h a d  to 
w ork  w ith  a se r ie s  o f  s till p ic tu re s . 
ZGRASS offers th e  artist incred ible lati
tude o f control an d  personal evolu
tion, w hich  is  extrem ely im portant to 
m ost artists,” sh e  said.

Fellow  artist M orton, a  p rofessor at 
th e  School o f th e  Arts Institute in  Chi
cago, uses a  UV-1 an d  about a  dozen 
Bally arcad e "hom e-com p u ter video 
gam es" to  help  give h is art students 
h an d s-o n  e x p e rie n ce  in  co m p u te r 
graphics using th e  arcad e’s BASIC lan
guage capability an d  sou n d  synthesi
zer. (The three cu stom ized  video chips 
in  th e  UV-1 w ere developed by Bally for 
its  W izard an d  G orf video games.)

M orton said th e  UV-1 is  in  u se  "24 
hours a day." In  addition, m any o f  his 
students take h o m e the Bally arcade 
gam es to create  graphic im ages they 
ca n  m a n ip u la te  a c r o s s  th e  sc re e n  
w hile m aking various sound s w ith  the 
so u n d  sy n th esiz er . "ZGRASS is  th e  
h o ttest th in g  m oving righ t n o w  in  
term s o f graphics, ” h e  said.

M orton cla im ed  that m ost o f  the 
students in  h is classes "know  that in 
o rd e r  to  b e  an  effectiv e e le c tro n ic - 
im age prod u cer they’re going to  have 
to u se  com puters, an d  they 're looking 
for th e  fastest, hottest, m ost powerful 
way o f  getting there. Even the classic 
problem  stu d ent ju st goes like wildfire 
in  ZGRASS b ecau se  the little b it o f  ef
fort that goes in  tu rns back  su ch  a 
huge reward com p ared  to [personal 
com puters], video gam es an d  other 
things they’re fam iliar w ith ." ■


