¢l

- 1) A deduced measure

of the quality and length
of sleep affects the
surface patterning of the
shell

.2) The average diastolic
" pulse affects the overall

length of the shell (z)

--3) The number of steps

walked per day defines
the number of growth
segments (shell rotation
steps)

--4) A measure of anxiety

introduces a growth
disturbance on the

exterior of the shell
pattern

-5) A measure of air

pollution affects the
scaling & length of the
recurring growth
disturbance

The Data Sublime

A Poetics of Data
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Background

In February 2014 Professor Marina Jirotka and |
met as participants at Blast Theory’s annual two
day seminar, Act Otherwise. The theme was “The
Invisible Hand: On Profiling and Personalisation”,
exploring many issues around the generation and
use of “Big Data” in artworks and by artists as well
as more generally in culture and society.We found
ourselves sharing a healthy skepticism about the
way “Big Data”, number-crunching and data
visualisation are often presented as a ‘final’ and
over-arching narrative to understanding modern
life; as an “end to theory”.We both found this
triumphalist narrative — that data-driven
computation can comprehensively explain
everything — to be troubling and misguided,
especially as it seemed to be spreading across
many other disciplines and fields of practice.

The implication that both research and culture
could thus be transformed into quantifiable
commodities to be analysed and neatly
compartmentalised purely by computational
means was another major concern.
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the material of a re-forged piece, worked over
again and again, made and re-made until its creator
judges that it has reached a state that is sufficient to
share.

What do we gain from a poetics of data in addition
to it’s more common articulations? A weaving
together of harmony and dissonance, rhythm and
inconsistency — a way of encompassing adaptation
and irregularity within a transcendent whole.A way
to enhance our coghnitive abilities by challenging us
to flex other senses in meaning-making, to enhance
our capacities by widening the frames in which we
encounter and engage with data.

A poetics of data is about engaging with its
qualities, not just its quantities.

Giles Lane
London, October 2019
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We also developed two proposals that were not
realised, but which coalesced some key ideas and
thinking which have never-the-less flowed into
other projects and activities. Both proposals
revolved around ideas | was beginning at the time
to crystallise — reciprocal entanglement and the data
sublime.An early proposal in 2014 addressed Big
Data and the Quantified Self via the data sublime,
whilst the other (in 2017) focused on issues at the
heart of developing Quantum Technologies.
Marina’s research group is a part of the NQIT Hub,
conducting studies into Responsible Research and
Innovation (RRI) in the quantum field.

Whilst | have since written about reciprocal
entanglement in relation to quantum technologies,
the ideas behind the data sublime remained
unpublished in proposal documents.The purpose
here is to bring them out into the light as they
have a renewed relevance to the new project | am
embarking on (Materialising Data, Embodying
Climate Change).
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expand and increase in relation to the work, not
the other way round. Perhaps this is why
perfection is said to be abhorrent and why
craftspeople through the ages have often
introduced intentional flaws and irregularities into
their work.A deliberate incompletion, preserving a
space for the ineffable and unknowable.

But, | hear the objection raised, all this is mere
metaphor. | beg to differ:it is as intrinsic a feature
of conscious deliberation and action in the world,
as the data manifestations we created for
Lifestreams (and will be creating in our work at the
Manifest Data Lab) are expressions of data — not
representations of it. These are not metaphors of
data, but reifications — they are the data, simply
expressed in physical forms that we can
experience through additional senses to those we
generally use with screen-based representations. It
is up to us to devise the grammars of sensory
engagement that enable us to ‘read’ and make
sense of our encounters with them. Some
grammars could be shared, others kept private.

"1 wouy Suluesaw

ew pue 3ejlwisse 0) sanunlioddo aAneulfe
sn uayo Aew 95ne.ad 213S13UB SI9YM J9IUNODUD
Ue { 2Wi|qns eIep, 93 JO JUSWowW se paydeo.dde
9Q U3Y3 P|NOD J3IUNODUD UE YdNG USIUNOJUD
[pIusWNUOW © S ‘A||e391D0S puB A|[enpIAIpUl Y30q
‘paeJaauag 3uraq eiep ays jo Aynuenb pue paads
SY3 JSPISUOD P|NOd SAA ¢[eauswnasul Ajpund ayy
puofaq A19120s 4o} suone.idse [eanljnd pue [e1d0s
Jno 129ye 38yl skem ul sassadoud [euoneandwod
pue ejep jo sannuenb 3sea yons jo 3ujuesw pue
asuas dew o3 sh Joj 3|qissod 3q 31 3Y3i|] ‘suewny
aJaw Aq padseus aq o1 anbedo o003 sassadoud
Supjew-uoisidap 3y pue Juadsaidad o3 xajdwod
00) swyilio3[e syl ‘pueisiapun o3 Siq 003 S| BIep
33 1Y) P|O3 U0 OS aJe M UdIYM 3Inoqe “nof np
SaNss| 3593€| 3y aJe Supje|-uolsIdd WYy
‘e3eq 8ig ‘SuiuaeaT aulyde| ‘9duasi||PIU] [BIDYIIY

‘8ulua3unodua aJe Aoyl 3ulyl ay3 pue uosiad
93 US3MJDq [BUOIIE|DJ SABM|E ‘9SINOD JO ‘Sl 3
*J|9S3 JUSWS|SUBIUD BY) JO SSOUDIBME

What the sublime offers us is a conceptual
mechanism by which we can recuperate an almost
overwhelming encounter with things which are too
massive or complex to calculate, measure or fully
comprehend. It allows us to make sense, to make
meaning of an encounter with the ungraspable.

It describes an ontological encounter that
transforms something from being numinous (or
unknowable) into something phenomenological —
which we can incorporate into a narrative
experience and a type of knowledge.

Joseph Addison’s description in 1704,“The Alps fill
the mind with an agreeable kind of horror” (from
Remarks on Several Parts of Italy etc. in the years
1701, 1702, 1703), captures the internal
ambiguities of the sublime — that horror can be

at all agreeable — which make it such a powerful
perceptual register of recuperating the excessive.
Such a rupture and intertwining of perceptual and
critical abilities within a person’s consciousness
could, perhaps, be figured as a form of
entanglement between oppositional states and
phenomena — the sublime being the moment of
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on a saucer, they help us connect out of the
mundane discontinuity of daily life into a place of
reverie with ourselves.

| have also likened this approach to working with
data as a form of ‘Digital Alchemy": treating data as
a material with which to encounter the numinous

and transform the self.A process that does not
seek to break apart into individual bits and atoms
the delicately intertwined and mutually influential
patterns of matter that constitute Life; but that
comes to an appreciation of the essence of the
subtle forces that bind matter together. To
appreciate the powerful bonds of relationships
between elements that, through connection itself,
provide sense and meaning to being and becoming.

Poetry — whether in the form of words, music,
visual arts, performance, dance — is a portal into
spaces that are beyond the sum of their parts. It is
always more than the words on the page, the notes
in a score, the brush strokes of a painting, the
material of a sculpture, the light projected by a film,
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What do Arts & Humanities offer?

Art and aesthetics offer different ways to conceive
of what happens in complex encounters than those
utilised by the sciences.When you encounter a
work of art, it is the experience itself which
determines your aesthetic reaction to the piece. It
could be one of awe, delight, revulsion or
indifference — whatever it is, it is driven by similar
complex factors. Each person’s own aesthetic
experience is affected by the use of materials,
colour, scale, lighting, sense of space and
proportion as well as by their own memory, critical
thought and emotion.There can be no right or
wrong aesthetic experience: each person
experiences a work of art in relation to the
summation of their own existence.

The methodologies and critical analyses from the
arts and humanities, such as aesthetics and
categories like the sublime, offer alternative ways
to develop new ways of realising knowledge from
data and computational systems through
encounters that work on multiple senses, not just
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lives — straining out that which doesn’t fit, shaving
off the awkward edges.Too often it excises
difference and diversity by simply refusing to
acknowledge that an individual’s specific context
and situation are valid parameters that require
nuanced judgement in decision-making. In this way
the vulnerable and excluded experience further
depredations; injustices and inequality are
compounded and amplified. Complexities are
crudely simplified and the richness, the colourful
tapestry of life is elided into a seamless standard
grey weave. For some, such order may be
comforting, perhaps even ideal.Yet for many,
probably most of us, this is a poor bargain.

A zero sum game in which we have much, if not
everything, to lose.

To what part of our humanity may we look for an
escape from such rigidity and reductive
standardisation? For me, the answer is to make a
poetics of data that can trigger a phase shift in how
we might interact with it. A shift away from the
familiar and ordered modes through which we are
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Evolving technologies such as Quantum Computing
and Al — topics of extraordinary complexity and
subtlety — run counter to mundane understandings
of the phenomenal world and stretch the limits of
human perception.The intangible, counter-intuitive
nature or sheer vastness of the science makes it
hard for people to grasp, and yet so exciting in its
implications for the future.The complexity and
interdependence of planetary life and natural
systems (such as climate) is another sphere that
often seems overwhelming in terms of the scales
involved. Modelling climate systems alone require
some of the most complex computational methods
and powerful resources. How people can make
sense of such data, often geographically and
experientially remote, is one of the key challenges
of our age.

The MDECC project will be attempting to explore
ways in which artistic expressions of data into
physical manifestations (sculptures, installations and
inhabitable spaces) might offer new ways for
people to make sense of such remote phenomena



