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The ELASTIC SYSTEM is the first artwork to be given access to the British Library's core electronic networks and databases, produced during a year-long artist-in-residency. “Most artists only work with particular items in an institution's collections”, said Richard Wright, the artist behind the work, “but this project is unique in that it involves making artwork by using the operational systems that run the institution itself”.

The work takes the form of an interactive portrait of the C19th librarian Thomas Watts, an obscure but important figure in the early history of information technology. In 1840 Thomas Watts invented his “elastic system” of storage for the British Library to cope with the enormous growth in their collections that was threatening to overwhelm them. Richard has created a mosaic image of Watts by photographing 4,300 books that are currently stored in the Library basements, an area not normally accessible to the public. Each book is connected live to the Library's electronic requesting system. By clicking on a book you can find out more about the item and how to request it from the Library. When you do request a book, it is removed from the mosaic to reveal a second image underneath. This image is a portrait of the staff who work in the underground storage basements, the hidden part of the Library's modern requesting system.

In order to create the second image, the artist spent two days working with the basement staff at the St. Pancras site, taking hundreds of photographs. With a collection as large and as diverse as the British Library's, its successful functioning depends on a well tuned human element, which although it is as essential as the electronic networks, is less visible and less appreciated. Thomas Watts himself began his career at the Library as a “Placer”. It was said that he personally placed a total of 400,000 items on the shelves of which he could recall the exact location of nearly a quarter.

After being exhibited as an installation at the British Library, the Hartley Library and the Digital Catapult centre, the “Elastic System” is now being released as a public web site. Functioning like a live visual catalogue, it allows the public to browse parts of the British Library's collection in a way not possible since Watts' time in the early C19th when items were more directly accessible.

This work is part of an AHRC funded research project called “The Internet of Cultural Things”, a partnership between the artist Richard Wright, Dr Mark Cote (KCL) and Professor Jussi Parikka (WSA) with wide representation from the British Library including Jamie Andrews, Head of Culture and Learning, Dr Aquiles Alencar Brayner and Dr David Waldock. The aim is to use digital data and the creative arts to transform the way people and public institutions interact.

Richard Wright is an artist working in animation, moving image and interactive media. An archive of his work can be found here: www.futurenatural.net 

Email: contact@elasticsystem.net 
Twitter: @ElasticSystem

The artist has written three blog posts about their research behind this project:

https://internetofculturalthings.com/2016/06/08/where-is-the-library/ 

https://internetofculturalthings.com/2016/06/18/what-can-you-do-with-a-library/ 

https://internetofculturalthings.com/2016/09/01/elastic-system-how-to-judge-a-book-by-its-cover/ 
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