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CS0024: Visual Thinking/Visual Computing

Writing about an object assignment.


Walking around outside today I couldn’t help but notice all the varieties of insects that have emerged this spring.  The armature entomologist in me became particularly excited when I discovered a rather docile bumblebee sitting on the sidewalk.  Of course I had to bring it inside and take pictures.  The insect was about an inch and a half long.  It had a smooth, shiny black abdomen, and a smaller thorax covered in fuzzy yellow hair from which sprouted six hairy black legs.  Its wings were thin and mostly transparent except for the dark brown veins running through, and they seemed to have a slightly darker coloration at the edges.  The head was my favorite part, with two slender and constantly waving antenna as well as large multifaceted compound eyes.  It swiveled its head in different directions as I watched.  I don’t know who created it other than its parents or why it was lucky enough to survive the winter, good genes I suppose.  I can only imagine that it was resting when I found it from a journey in search of food, a mate, or a place to start a nest.  Who knows?  I thought the bumblebee was quite beautiful.


I reacted to my discovery with mostly awe and curiosity.  I have always loved unusual insects and have never been afraid of bees and wasps in the way some people are.  I enjoy watching them move; all their tiny parts work together.  Of course I also approached this bumblebee with a certain amount of caution.  I know they don’t very often sting, but I didn’t want to press my luck.  I think insects are very beautiful and very strange.  This is why they are fascinating to me.


Part of my reaction to this creature has to do with its strange appearance and the many textures of its body.  In terms of computer graphics these are the unusual arrangements of three-dimensional geometric shapes that go into the form of a bumblebee and the complex textures that serve to differentiate it’s surfaces.  The head, for example, is an unusual shape probably most closely approximated by a half-sphere with two almond-shaped protrusions for eyes.  I’m sure it would be rather difficult to build in a 3D graphic model, but Boolean operations on solids might be most successful.  Then a spline patch could be used to create the complex alien texture of the insect’s eyes.  The textures really are the key element of the fantastic appearance of the bumblebee.  Parts of it appear hard and shiny while others are covered with fuzz.  All this texture information comes from how the various surfaces reflect light.  Even in the photographs I took you can see clearly how the hard exoskeleton reflects all kinds of light, from the specular reflection of my flash to the diffuse reflected light from other surfaces.  The spots on the bee that are covered in fuzz reflect light differently, and so give the appearance of a soft surface texture, and the wings are still different with their translucency that allows light to pass through.


In terms of traditional art I can also talk about the beautiful textures of this insect.  This is how I see much of its attraction.  The soft and delicate yellow fuzz on the thorax counterbalances the rigidity of the stiff and shiny abdomen.  The color is also important.  The light yellow is softer on the eye than the dark, almost metallic black.  I am struck by the complete opposition of these two textures found together in the same organism.  The wings are something different yet again.  They are thin and flimsy in appearance, seemingly too delicate to support the weight of the massive body of the bee. Yet, their placement and function works, just barely, and as the insect moves they add a sense of ridiculousness.  The vibrating strokes of these filmy triangles do raise the weight of the black mass.  It is an amazing functional feat, and visually is very strange to watch.


Art historically and in the language of art semiotics the bumblebee is something else entirely.  From a history perspective I think of the Barbarini Bees, the famous emblem on the family coat of arms that can be found throughout Rome.  However, there are also the multiple cultural meanings that bees have come to signify.  I think first of “the birds and the bees,” bees as a signifier of reproduction, spring, and rebirth.  There are also associations with bees as hard workers, as in the phrase “busy as a bee.”  I could probably go on.  Bees have been used as symbols for everything from a dangerous “hive” mentality to feminine power, all worker bees in a hive are female as well as the dominant queen.


I think these ways of examining the bumblebee I found have varying degrees of usefulness that depend on the purpose of my explorations.  If I wanted to reconstruct the bumblebee I would start with the graphics based analysis.  This would give me all the information I need to create an image or model of the insect.  If I wanted to focus on the aesthetic quality of the insect, and the feeling it gave me, I might take an art analysis approach.  An artistic analysis of a bee is odd, but it does help you see the different parts that create a sense of alien imbalance or odd juxtapositions.  Finally, a historical and semiotic approach would be useful if you wanted the bee to signify something.  I think this is the only method that didn’t really work for my insect.  Semiotics only works for manmade objects.  There must be some reason for the object’s creation and meaning behind it, whether the artist knows it or not.  You can always attach meaning afterwards but to start with a bumblebee is just a bumblebee and no one could have made it with any particular point or purpose.  Unless, of course, you want to ask God the semiotic meaning of a bumblebee, and believe he’ll tell you. 
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