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It is difficult to pinpoint the pre- 
cise moment  when the history of  
our computer art collaboration 
should begin. 
For example, in 1956 Colette was 
in the fourth year of  a five-year 
studio art program in Indianapo- 
lis. Jeff was an undergraduate at 
Harvard. He and his roommates 
constructed a drawing machine in 
their dormitory stairwell. 
The machine produced the kind 
of  smooth, 'mathematical '  forms 
that most people associate with 
machine or computer drawing. 
We call them 'spirals. '  
Two important elements were 
present in 1956: fine art and ma- 
chine art, but this is not the start 
of  the collaboration since we were 
unaware of  our mutual existence. 
In 1957 Colette graduated with 
honors and was accepted in the 
M F A  program at Boston Univer- 
sity. We met in Boston in 1958. 
At this point, the third element, 
the collaboration started, but in 
1958 we did not imagine that we 
would subsequently spend 
19 years working together using a 
computer to produce drawings. 
Neither Colette, studying paint- 
ing, or Jeff, studying pure mathe- 
matics, were quite sure what a 
computer was. 
Colette finished the M F A  and 
Jeff dropped out of  Harvard. We 
married in 1959. In 1960 we were 
living in Grand Forks, North  
Dakota.  Our first joint collabora- 

five effort was another drawing 
machine, built in our basement. 
But we have never called its out- 
put ' art. '  
All three elements, fine art, ma- 
chine art, and collaboration, 
came together in 1967. Jeff was 
working at the University of  Kan- 
sas Computer  Center, which had 
just been given a pen plotter. Jeff 
volunteered to test this new de- 
vice. The first drawings were spi- 
rals, but Colette had the idea that 
the computer could do something 
more than spirals. As a result, Jeff 
added random numbers to the 
sines and cosines. Then came the 
thought that, if a drawing were 
simulated in the memory of  the 
computer, the lines drawn could 
interact with each other. This idea 
led to the M E L L Y  series. For  
most people who are familiar with 
our history, this is the apparent 
beginning. 
M E L L Y  was a series of  pro- 
grams. The drawings were called 
' L A N D L I N E S . '  Each program 
generated two ' r andom'  curves, 
then transformed from one curve 
to the other, placing each instance 
of  a transformed curve on a grid. 

Fig. 1. Landscape coils, 135/8 x 101/z '' 
(1967) 
Fig. 2. Red contained contours I, 10 x 10" 
(1972) 
Fig. 3. Structure study III: black, brown, 
red, yellow, 10 x 10" (1977) 
Fig. 4. Circe: colored line study, 81/2 x 11" 
(1984) 
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Fig. 5. Grass: series VI, 11 x 14" (1983) 

Fig. 6. Grass: series I, 11 x 14" (1979) 

Fig. 7. Grass: series V, 11 x 14" (1982) 

Fig. 8. Circe's view: greening the brown, 81/2 x 11" (1986) 

The  whole drawing was simulated 
in the m e m o r y  o f  the computer .  
As each curve was drawn,  it might  
be t runca ted  if  it bumped  into a 
previously drawn curve. 
When  we start  a new program,  we 
have three questions. H o w  to 
draw a line? Where  to pu t  a line 
in a drawing?  W h a t  happens  to 
the line as it is d rawn?  Each  series 
o f  drawings and programs,  
M E L L Y ,  L A N D L I N E S ,  F I E L D ,  
R E C H O L ,  PASTE,  GRASS ,  and 
CIRCE,  implements  answers to 
these questions. 
Over  the years,  access to comput -  
ing hardware  has changed.  Our  

first compute r  drawing was done  
on  a Genera l  Electric GE-625 
computer ,  which was physically 
larger than  three VAX 8600's and  
had less raw comput ing  power  
than  our  cur ren t  system - an IBM 
PC which sits on a desk at home.  
We are no t  sure o f  the name o f  
the first p lot ter  we used. We think 
it was made  by Benson-Lehner .  It  
was located in a very  public area 
in the C o m p u t e r  Center.  I t  was 
always hard  to concent ra te  on set- 
ting up the plot ter ,  with o ther  
users breathing down  our  necks, 
waiting for  us to finish. N o w  we 
have a Hewle t t -Packard  7475A 

plot ter  at home,  next  to the PC. 
After  19 years, we still ask the 
same questions. H o w  to draw a 
line? Where  to pu t  a line in the 
drawing space? W h a t  happens  to 
the line as it is d rawn?  Each draw- 
ing is an answer. At  times it is 
f rustrat ing doing all tha t  work  
and no t  feeling conf ident  tha t  we 
know the answers to our  basic 
questions. M o r e  often,  we realize 
that  there is no  end to the process. 
There  will always be new lines to 
draw, new composi t iona l  algo- 
r i thms to try, and new forms o f  
line interaction.  
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