
MAGIC SQUARES, a video installation by Jim Johnson is sponsored by the Center for Arts, Media and
Performance and will be displayed on the Lobby Video Wall of the ATLAS Institute from August 24
through September 18, 2009.  A reception and artist’s talk is scheduled for Thursday, August 27 from 4:30-
5:30 PM.

“My work as a visual artist includes several different interests, images themselves, language,
typography, procedural composition and integrated media.  Having worked in the media of painting,
drawing and sculpture for many years, I eventually added the personal computer to the tools in my
studio.  The computer made it possible for me to deal with images apart from their physical form,
which is sometimes necessary and at other times simply desirable. When my principal artistic activity
was painting, that practice determined the direction of my art.  Now I can make a painting as a part of
a larger concept of art that takes various forms and moves in many directions.

Since around 1968, when I first became aware of the international movement known as Concrete
Poetry, I have been interested in the unique relationship of words and images.  I am also more
interested in discovering or revealing art than defining or asserting it.  To that end, I have used verbal
or mathematical structures to determine visual form.  The computer is especially suited to this kind
of procedural or algorithmic method of composition.”

An early series of paintings based on the Chinese Magic Square of Nine uses this kind of algorithmic
composition.  The square designs in the paintings represent numerical figures which when added
together, either horizontally, vertically or diagonally, total 15.  This ancient mathematical curiosity
provided the basis for numerous paintings, two books, a typeface, a screensaver, and now a video
installation.  

The design of the numbers uses the model of the literal number of squares representing itself, as
written in the original form discovered on the back of a turtle in the Lo Shu River valley.  One is
represented by one square, two by two squares, etc.  In the process of designing the square forms, I
discovered that the odd number figures were the visual negative of the even numbered figures.  In the
Chinese cosmology, this would represent a reconciliation of yin and yang, heaven and earth, male and
female principles.

The squares have been designated colors according to their relative positions in the spectrum of
visible light.  Thus, one is represented by violet, the shortest wavelength and nine by the color red, the
longest wavelength.

The installation demonstrates the various features of both the original squares and those of the artist’s
design in real time motion design.  In addition, the final sequence represents time (or left brain
activity) by a numerically linear progression and space (or right brain activity) as an all at once,
everywhere at once occurrence.

The work also incorporates an original soundtrack by Mark McCoin of the Film Department.



James Johnson

A member of the Painting and Drawing faculty of the Department of Art and Art History at the University of
Colorado at Boulder since 1970, Jim Johnson retired as the Chair of the Department in 2005.  He developed the
department’s Computer Imaging program and produced over 60 video taped interviews with participants in the
Department’s Visiting Artist Program.  His work is in the collections of the Museum of Modern Art, N.Y, the
Denver Art Museum and the Minneapolis Museum of Fine Arts.  He retired as the Founding Director of the
Center for Arts, Media and Performance in 2007.

Mark McCoin

As a composer and sound designer for over 25 years, Mark designed numerous Theater productions including
“Pericles” at Center Stage in Baltimore and “Mysteries of Eleusis” at the Next Wave Festival in New York. Sound
design and interdisciplinary composition for Site-Specific Multimedia performances and installations include the award
winning “Circadia” performed at Blake’s salvage yard, Animal Communiqué, performed at the Denver Zoo, “Music in
Motion”, and “Home Wisdom” with New York choreographer Martha Bowers. Mark also co-produced the award
winning public radio series “Terra Infirma”, which combined social and political issues with audio art, as well as
produced as a scoring composer/designer for episodic television (Animal Planet, Food Network), film, and Dance
Theater. He currently teaches in the Film Studies department at University of Colorado, Boulder, and runs Brave
New Audio, a creative project studio intended for music, sound design, and audio/video postproduction.

Awards include “A.F.I.M. INDIE” award for work on Mary Youngblood’s “Heart of the World” CD, “Native American Music
Award” for work on Joanne Shenandoah and Laurence Laughing’s “Orenda” CD. Mark performed on Mary Youngblood’s
Grammy Award winning CDs “Beneath the Raven Moon” (2003) and “Feed the Fire” (2007).


