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For my MFA, I have decided to explore data visualization not as an automated technology but 

as a cra—a systematic and precise practice done entirely by hand. ough the cra-based 

approach is not appropriate for all types of data creation and visualization, as an investigatory tool 

it grants a level of access and intimacy lacking in computerized analyses. I discuss the limitations 

and benefits of this type of approach, as well as provide an overview of key influences and 

precedents. I have also included select projects developed over the course of my studies that 

highlight my use of data visualization for a range of subjects and intents, including reading piano 

sheet music more easily and investigating a photographer’s compositional process. e report 

concludes by projecting how this cra-based approach for data visualization may be integrated 

with an automated method. 
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Introduction 

For my MFA, I have decided to explore data visualization not as an automated technology but 

as a craft—a systematic and precise practice done entirely by hand. This manual visualization 

process can be a uniquely informative tool, as the translation of a subject into a new visualized 

form requires in-depth research and detailed, logical decision-making. Unlike traditional data 

visualization, where the intent is often to create an explicit and explanatory final piece, my craft-

based approach places emphasis on the design process and on the information that the designer is 

able to derive through rigorous analysis. Therefore, my visualizations should not be viewed as 

finite, but rather as graphical syntheses of research; meticulous examinations; current iterations. 

 Every step in my process is designed to be replicable in order to legitimize the results. I 

manually analyze all of my sources to create the data set for my visualization, seeking the 

quantitative elements that may best address the issue. Some of the subjects have been inherently 

quantitative, such as piano sheet music and my difficulties in reading it aer !" years of not 

playing. In that project, I determined which musical notations were required in order to play the 

base level of a composition and eliminated the rest. When creating a quantitative data set from a 

quantitative subject, the designer has the opportunity to either reinterpret every element or focus 

on selected facets. 

Two of my most recent projects have dealt with the quantification of qualitative subjects, such 

as tracking the compositional process used by a photographer. In this analysis it is the source 

material that ultimately dictates what can and cannot be consistently identified and classified. e 

dialogue between subject and data set can be tedious, time-consuming and frustrating. Yet, the 

knowledge gained about which qualities could be consistently cataloged and which were too 

erratic is critical to the cra process.  

 Once the subject is dissected into quantifiable elements, I use that data to form a new visual 

expression. Visualizations necessarily prioritize some type of information, and manual design 

allows me to create iterations with different intents. I absorb the limitations and capabilities of 

both the data set and the visualization as I design, refine and adapt. As my approach emphasizes 

process, the point at which I stop creating iterations is not always clearly defined. For projects 

with specific goals, such as my reinterpretation of piano sheet music, I stop once the goal is 

reached, i.e. when I could play the piece correctly and with considerably increased ease. Other 



 

projects serve primarily as investigations, and I stop when I am no longer gleaning new 

information from the iteration process.  

In many of my projects, the original form of the subject is oen purposefully retained or 

hinted at in the new visualization. For example, Heads: National Geographic retains the size of the 

analyzed magazine’s spreads. Meals was initially inspired by Marfa, Texas and Carl Andre’s 

concrete poetry but is also a nod to grocery lists. ese visual links to the original forms situate 

the works as reinterpretations of the subject, rather than wholly separate things. 

 ough the cra-based approach is not appropriate for all types of data creation and 

visualization, as an investigatory tool it grants a level of access and intimacy lacking in 

computerized analyses. Recurring themes in my work are expressions of lapsed time, methods of 

documenting process and explorations of complex visual pieces. By using data visualization as a 

cra, I ultimately seek to increase my own understanding and offer alternative interpretations to 

others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

Chapter : Precedents and Influences 

General Influences 
Nicholas Felton is an information designer who sparked my interest in data visualization when 

I attended a lecture of his several years ago. Best known for designing annual reports 

documenting his own life, he meticulously tracks and quantifies seemingly mundane details, such 

as miles traveled, people encountered and drinks consumed. His obsessive methodology and 

detail-oriented style have greatly influenced my own. The subjects he investigates are, at first pass, 

ordinary. However, it is the sheer quantity of accumulated minutiae coupled with his precise 

visualizations that makes these documents of his life simultaneously ridiculous and fascinating. 

Another large influence is Edward Tufte. He is the writer and self-publisher of several titles on 

analytical design that are essential reading for anyone interested in the subject. Tufte’s The Visual 

Display of Quantitative Information has served as an invaluable resource for me. Specifically, his 

text has guided me to focus on two facets affecting the form of a visualization, that it should 

“…reveal the data at several levels of detail, from a broad overview to the fine structure”1 and the 

use of multivariates, i.e. using the appearance of a variable to indicate additional variables. 

Though my projects do not typically have the same intent of instant clarity that he cites as a 

hallmark of successful visualizations, his best-practice methods provoke questions of functionality 

and act as guidelines I work through my process. 

Finally, writer and philosopher Umberto Eco’s The Infinity of Lists was a collection of written 

and pictorial lists. A data set, the cornerstone of any quantitative visualization, is essentially a 

catalog of selected facets. It is easy to draw parallels between the different types of lists and 

methods of representation and the act of creating a data set and visualization. His differentiation 

between definition by essence and definition by list of properties was particularly relevant to my 

quantitative method of data set creation:  

We use definition by properties when we don’t have or are not satisfied by a definition by 
essence; hence it is proper to both a primitive culture that still has to construct a hierarchy 
of genera and species, or to a mature culture (maybe even one in crisis) that is bent on 
casting doubt on all previous definition.2 

                                       
1 Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information, . 
2 Eco, The Infinity of Lists, . 



 

Quantified Subjects 

Over the course of my research, my visualization interests have become increasingly focused 

on the quantification of qualitative subjects. The quantification process acts as an equalizer and 

allows comparisons to be made between seemingly disparate components. The following three 

precedents all deal with this same issue in distinct ways. Coincidentally, they are all studying 

written English, though their methods range from artistic to statistical to a meld between the two. 

 Lauren DiCioccio is an artist whose interests are rooted in the physicality of her pieces. Her 

Color Codification Dot Drawings were delicately hand-painted color systems on mylar that 

represent every letter in a chosen article. Her pieces retained the same visual weight and the 

original layout but are rendered only in colors and shades of gray. Her system did not seek to 

analyze the text in a new way, so to speak of it as a data visualization system would be unfair. 

These codifications acted more as mappings and many of my projects utilize mapping either as a 

starting point in the process or more overtly in the visualization. I use the term mapping to mean 

a visual representation of a subject that retained enough of the original form that the two could be 

overlaid and understood in tandem. Finally, DiCioccio’s self-described “tedious” and manual 

application of a quantitative system has direct ties to my own process. 

 Katherine Milkman’s analysis of ’s New Yorker fiction was her  thesis for a BS in 

Engineering. As such, her focus was primarily on generating statistics, with data represented in 

standard ways such as bar graphs and charts. She read and manually cataloged up to  variables 

present in the  fiction pieces published in the New Yorker from October ,  to September 

, . Examples of the variables include the protagonist’s country of origin, the secondary 

character’s occupation and up to seven dominate topics such as travel, sex, politics and aging 

among others. She attempted to tease out the relationship between editor and stories published, as 

well as author and protagonist similarities. Her work was striking because of the quantity and 

quality of the information she was able to derive. She wrote in a paper published in  on the 

benefits of a manual quantification:  

e majority of previous computational studies of literature have been conducted on data 
sets collected by computer programs, which are not sophisticated enough to determine the 
demographic characteristics of a protagonist, to classify secondary characters, or to detect 
story topics, among other things. Instead, past studies have focused on such subjects as 
authorship attribution, word frequency, and translation. It is the hope of the authors of this 
study that future computational studies of literature will include work that relies on human 



 

readers to create data sets containing attributes of fiction that are not detectable using 
computer codes.3 

  

 The statistics she was produced were impressive and seemed to situate manual analysis as an 

alternative method on par with, and in certain cases superior to, computerized analysis. The 

variables she was interested in could not have been extracted through automation. 

 My final precedent in this section combined manually-generated data sets with manually-

designed visualizations. Stefanie Posavec’s Writing Without Words project was a multi-tiered 

approach to studying the writing style of authors. I will only mention two sections of this project. 

She is well known for her Literary Organism of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. Using a highlighter, 

she manually color-coded the book according to themes; dividing chapters into paragraphs, 

paragraphs into sentences and sentences into words. The resulting visualization captured the 

book completely divorced from the actual words, yet theme and structure are made more explicit. 

 Another project is First Chapters, in which she compared and visualized with a single line the 

writing styles of various authors and the first chapter of one of their novels. Posvac defined a 

system in which the length of a sentence determined the length of the line and the line turned  

degrees at the break of each sentence. Each chapter was thus rendered as a coiled line, where a 

“…more tightly wound…drawing means a shorter, choppier flow of sentences was used, while a 

larger drawing represents a writing style that utilises [sic] long, flowing sentences”.4 
In both this and Literary Organism, Posavec’s intent was to create quantitative systems that 

were repeatable and also facilitated certain types of comparisons between any written works. 

Though her visualizations were dense, the viewer was able to unpack the information if desired. 

Similarly to Milkman’s study of New Yorker fiction, Posavec was also interested in the type of data 

that can only be extracted manually. That she also created the visualization by hand speaks to her 

dedication to thoroughly studying her subject. 

  

 
                                       
3 Milkman, Carmona and Gleason, “A Statistical Analysis of Editorial Influence and Author-Character 

Similarities in s New Yorker Fiction,” . 
4 “First Chapters.”  



 

Photographic Composition Studies 

Two of my most recent projects, Heads: National Geographic and Composition, have been 

studies of composition in photographs. The following precedents address previous photographic 

compositional studies. Some were methodical analyses, while others were more contemplative. 

 Lawrence Weschler’s book Everything That Rises: A Book of Convergences was a wholly 

subjective collection of comparisons, ranging from paintings to political figures to video games. 

These were not rigorous, systematic analyses, but nor were they random juxtapositions. The most 

relevant pairings for me were those that sought to make connections between current 

photography and visual history; in other words, those that hinted at process, or a discernable 

lineage in visual representation. A conversation between the author and photographer Joel 

Meyerowitz as they looked through the images Weschler paired with a series of Meyerowitz’s 

taken at Ground Zero often focused on compositional similarities.5 The dialogue between the two 

as they look through Weschler’s selected connections was intriguing, as Meyerowitz seemed to 

gain new insight into his own work through the explicitness of the comparisons. Though my 

projects have tended toward quantitatively analyzing photographic composition, this served as an 

example of the value of a qualitative approach. It provoked questions of what a quantitative 

analysis can do best, as well as its limitations. 

Vincent J. Cassandro’s “The ‘Eyes’ Have It” was an adaption and expansion on Christopher 

Tyler’s  statistical study investigating the tendency to center one eye in painted portraits.6 

Cassandro repurposed Tyler’s techniques and applied them to photographs instead. Both studies 

suffered somewhat from ill-defined data sets; Tyler used the word “successful” to denote the oil 

paintings in his set, while Cassandro used his personal collection of postcard celebrity portraits 

purchased from museums and card shops. Cassandro’s study seemed unnecessarily overwrought, 

as he details his method of painstakingly measuring the positions of facial features in his  

photographs. He gathered a large amount of data, but the conclusion could likely have been 

accomplished simply by drawing a line down the middle of each portrait. This study served as a 

                                       
5 Weschler, Everything That Rises: A Book of Convergences, . 
6 Cassandro, “The ‘Eyes’ Have It.” 



 

reminder that the quantification process should reveal something hidden in the subject of study, 

not repeat what is there instead disguised as numbers. 

Finally, many studies have been done on National Geographic’s photographic representation 

of non-Western people, but one of the most highly-regarded was Catherine L. Lutz’s and Jane L. 

Collins’ Reading National Geographic. They manually codified  photographs according to  

characteristics, including activity level of main foreground figures, presence of Westerners, wealth 

indicators and dress style. Though not explicitly dealing with the compositional arrangement, 

they were studying the components that made up the photographs. As with Milkman and 

Posavec, the authors attempted to dissect a subject and reduce it to a series of variables as a way to 

get past the complexities that hinder certain kinds of comparisons: 

Although at first blush it might appear counterproductive to reduce the rich material in 
any photograph to a small number of codes, quantification does not preclude or 
substitute for qualitative analysis of the pictures. It does allow, however, discovery of 
patterns that are too subtle to be visible on casual inspection and protection against an 
unconscious search through the magazine for only those which confirm one’s initial 
sense of what the photos say or do.7 

 
 The quantification process was used explicitly as a device of removal for the authors. Their 

studies ranged from comparing skin tones to documenting visual evidence of wealth and poverty 

as methods to discover what popular cultural media, such as National Geographic, are “tell[ing] 

Americans about who ‘non-Westerners’ are, what they want, and what our relationship to them 

is.”8 In order to fully study the characteristics they were interested in, the authors required a 

distance from the source and the codification process provided that removal.  

 My precedents and influences ranged from the methodical to the artistic, some focused on the 

analysis of a subject, while others focused on the visual representation of that analysis. Many of 

the examples here of manual quantification of qualitative subjects were primarily statistical. The 

territory in which I am interested combines that rigorous quantification with a manual 

visualization of the subject. In this way, I feel that I have worked as intimately with the subject as 

possible and derived from it the most information. 

                                       
7 Lutz and Collins, Reading National Geographic, . 
8 Lutz and Collins, Reading National Geographic, xii. 



 

Chapter : Visualizing Quantitative Subjects 

 As mentioned in the introduction, several of my projects included analyses of subjects that 

inherently have quantified elements. ough I could have reinterpreted each element, I instead 

focused on specific facets to retain and visualize. erefore, all of the following projects were 

reductive translations, i.e. the subject could not be wholly recreated from the information in the 

visualization. is reduction allowed me to prioritize the type of information I wanted to show.  

  

Project: This Time You Better Stop 
 Designed during the first semester of my graduate studies, this project was a preliminary 

investigation into using the visual appearance of primary variables as a container to encode 

secondary variables. I chose my walking commute from home to the Art building at UT as my 

subject. I wanted to map the commute by visualizing an activity that commonly occurs 

simultaneously: listening to music. I chose the Beatles’  album Help! to serve as a somewhat-

universal unit of measurement, based on their ubiquitousness and popularity. In addition, the 

songs on this album were of a fairly consistent length (most lasted between : and : 

minutes), which made them ideal to track distance and time. 

 Beginning the album as I le my apartment, I noted where I was as each song started, and 

noted if I were crossing intersections or waiting at crosswalks. Later, I traced a Google map of the 

area in order to get the shape of the commute. Measuring the space available for each song, I then 

wrote the lyrics into my traced map to emphasize the fact that it was a personal path. 

e lyrics in the shape of the commute path were the primary variables. eir visual 

appearance acted as secondary cues that indicated to the user which actions to take. For instance, 

the lyrics were written in the direction that they were heard, so they can only be read from le to 

right and from bottom to top. eir appearance indicated which direction the user should travel. 

As I only heard a few words while crossing streets, intersections were indicated by lyrics written 

in a single line. At crosswalks where I had to stop and wait, each line of lyric was written on top of 

the next, indicating a cessation in movement and that the listening was done in a single location. 

 

 



 

 
 

Illustration : Full version of This Time You Better Stop 



 

 
 

Illustration : Detail of This Time You Better Stop 

 ough the resultant mapping was technically representative of a specific commute, it was 

more or less applicable as a functional map. e markers for where the songs began and ended 



 

established a base for the length of my commute and how much of the album could be heard to 

arrive at school at a certain time. By easily memorizing those markers, I could listen to the album 

and know if I were ahead of or on schedule without having to remember the exact time that I le 

the house. I continued the use of encoding secondary variables into the appearance of primary 

variables into the next project. 

   

Project: Note Blocks 

 Aer a ten-year break from playing the piano, I found I could not easily read the sheet music 

of pieces I used to know. Instead of practicing, I created a new notational system that 

compensated for the five main difficulties I had in reading traditional piano sheet music:  

. e same notes can be disguised by conventions of sharps and flats. 

. Sharps and flats can clutter the reading and distort the pattern and tempo. 

. Only  full octaves are shown, and which octaves will contain notes is unknown. 

. Octave changes that stretch on for measures can sometimes be forgotten. 

. Notes that fall off the visible staves can be difficult to identify quickly. 

 
I designed the system to emphasize patterns in notes, octaves and hand placement. I started by 

translating Claude Debussy’s Le Petit Noir, a piano piece that I could still play well. It was only 

when I attempted Edvard Grieg’s more challenging Puck that I was fully able to identify the 

sections where I had the greatest difficulties and began developing a visual language that would 

address these shortcomings. 

As eliminating clutter was a specific goal of mine, encoding secondary variables into the visual 

appearance of the notes was of primary importance. In traditional notation, sharps and flats are 

indicated by the inclusion of symbols adjacent to the notes, chords may not vertically align due to 

abutting notes and the visual accumulation of a flag on each note can be distracting. Therefore, I 

used a rounded shape to indicate an accidental (sharp or flat) note and a square shape to indicate 

a natural note. Sharps and flats were not differentiated from each other, but rather indicated by a 

combination of the colors of the two naturals on either side. Instead of using lines to indicate  



 

 
 

Illustration : Full translated version of Edvard Grieg’s Puck. 



 

 
 

Illustration : Detail of translated version of Edvard Grieg’s Puck. 



 

notes, my lines indicated octaves, so all chords were vertically aligned into blocks. Finally, I 

refined and moved the flag from the exterior of the note to the interior. 

is was not a complete music notation system. Rather, it stripped the music to a base form 

that granted an intermittent pianist re-entry into playing the original. Additional layers, such as 

volume level and style were added when I was able to revert back to traditional notation. Because 

my system took visual cues from traditional notation, the knowledge gained from it was easily 

applied back to the original.  

Although another pianist could play one of my translated pieces once they knew the symbols, I 

think a large part of the value was in manually translating the piece. As I worked through different 

iterations of the system, I had to repeatedly identify and manipulate each note, chord and octave 

in a way unlike, yet related to, regular practicing. e translation process created an entry point 

into re-learning the pieces, and I was able to more easily read the original sheet music once I 

could make connections between it and my system.  

    

Project: Meals 

 As part of a weekend workshop in Marfa, Texas, my classmates and I were required to relate 

our research interests with our experiences in Marfa. I wanted to incorporate my visualization 

studies with the fact that I am fructose intolerant and eating in unfamiliar places is a challenge. 

During my time there, I developed a cataloging method for people with food intolerances. In this 

system, I subverted the strikethrough to indicate what was eaten, rather than the more 

conventional approach, which would deploy the strikethrough to indicate what could not be 

tolerated. In addition, the strikethrough was used as a multivariate, with its color and placement 

over the alphabetical list of consumed foods indicating date and time of day, respectively. Grocery 

lists and Carl Andre’s concrete poetry on display in Marfa, Texas inspired the final look of the 

visualizations. 

 Manually recording and making explicit my eating habits provided a new perspective. 

Originally, I had thought that eating in unfamiliar places was very limiting, however this project 

showed me that over a similar period in time what I ate at home was more actually repetitive. In 

addition, emphasizing the variety of foods that I ate while in Marfa, Texas made me feel more 

optimistic about traveling to other new locations in the future. 



 

 
 

Illustration : Marfa Meals and Austin Meals 



 

Chapter : Visualizing and Quantifying Qualitative Subjects 

e previous projects had very specific goals—mapping a path to school by visualizing an 

incorporated activity, re-learning piano pieces I used to know how to play and tracking my eating 

habits. e following projects are more exploratory. Here, I used data visualization as a way to 

investigate complex qualitative subjects.  

  

Project: Six Variables 

 is project was as an early investigation into my interest in data visualizations and the 

development of a quantitative analysis system for a qualitative subject. I wanted to see if I had any 

latent preferences among visualizations that I considered well-designed. To that end, I collected a 

group of  visualizations (sometimes defining the term loosely) and rated each on a scale from 

one to five, one being the ones I thought were least well-designed and five being the ones I 

considered the best-designed. I chose ten visualizations for each increment on the scale. 

 I initially attempted to analyze the visualizations according to a large set of variables, including 

the gender of the designer, if it were a collaborative or solo design and typefaces used. I eventually 

determined that there were six variables that I could accurately and consistently identify. ese 

were:  

. Shape edges (round, hard, both or none) 

. Outline edges (round, hard, both or none) 

. Dimensionality (present or not) 

. Lines (curved, straight, both or none)  

. Background color  

. Color palette (excluding background color) 

 
 e next step was to recombine all of these variables into a new and equalized visualization. By 

rendering the visualizations in this way, I stripped away essential design elements but retained a 

concentrated set of the aesthetics. I designed all of the representations of the variables to be as 

neutral as possible. e container form was square, giving preference to neither horizontal nor 

vertical designs. e interior shape was shown on its side, allowing the color palette within to be  



 

 
 

Illustration : All  translated visualizations in Six Variables 



 

read in a more balanced way, instead of a forced le to right or top to bottom reading. e outline 

was separate from the interior shape since they both did not always have the same edges. 

 Ultimately, I was unable to definitively decipher any patterns in my own preferences. Likely, 

the project would have benefitted from revising the data set aer determining the variables I could 

track. Instead of creating a data set of visualizations that I thought were welldesigned or poorly-

designed, a better set would have been those that I found aesthetically pleasing or not. A success 

of the system was that it was easily applied, allowing for the quantitative assessment of any design 

and translation into a form that allowed for an equalized comparison to others. 

 e manual analysis allowed me to tease out information, such as shape edges and outline 

edges and apply personal preference to the visualizations I selected. By creating the data set 

manually, I also was able to determine which variables could not be consistently tracked. 

  

Project: Heads: National Geographic 

 Interested in revealing latent patterns in representation, I attempted to quantitatively assess 

photographs in National Geographic articles. Originally focused on examining any country with 

which the U.S. had been in military conflict, I eventually settled on countries involved in World 

War II. By determining a range of years to study, I hoped to somewhat account for changes in 

photographic technology that were inextricably influencing how people were shown.  

Note Blocks and Six Variables both proceeded from subject to derived data set to application of 

system to resultant visualization. e Heads system moved from subject to application of system 

to resultant visualization to multiple data sets. Rather than being the end goal, the visualization in 

this project worked as an entry point to further quantitative derivatives. In other words, the 

system functioned as a reductive mapping that had to be applied directly to the subject first in 

order to gain access to quantitative data. 

Initially, I attempted to track variables that encompassed what I considered to be the main 

themes in a National Geographic photograph: human, animal and landscape. is system also 

employed multivariates, by using the visual appearance of these primary variables to encode 

secondary variables such as height and image orientation. As I applied iterations of my system, I 

realized both the difficultly and the necessity of creating a replicable method of analysis for 

qualitative subjects. If my methods were not repeatable, any data I collected would be invalid. is  



 

 
Illustration : Mapping of “Hamburg Speaks with Steam Sirens, June ”. 

 

 
Illustration : Mapping of “Modern Miracle: Made in Germany, June ”. 



 

 
Illustration : Mapping of “Redemption of the Pontine Marshes, August ”. 

 

 
Illustration : Mapping of “Amalfi: Italy’s Divine Coast, October ”. 



 

constraint forced me to hone the primary variables I could consistently identify to two: visible 

human heads and images with no visible human heads. 

I finalized my mapping system aer  iterations and manually applied it to each photograph in 

a selected article to create a consolidated view. e numbers were sized and placed  

according to the height and location of visible human heads. Numbering started over with each 

image, i.e. the presence of many “”s suggested a portrait-focused article. e gray outlines 

indicated images with no visible human heads. 

ough data can be extracted from the visualizations, such as number of heads, portraits or 

group shots per article, many more articles would have to analyzed in order to make a convincing 

argument. erefore, as I reached a stopping point with this project, I decided to re-examine my 

system. Choosing to ignore the primary variables, I focused instead on the secondary variables 

that I had been able to show. Among others, my system expressed height, location within a frame 

and time-lapse. I decided to find a subject that could more fully utilize these capabilities. 

  

Project: Composition 

 Stemming directly from the Heads: National Geographic project, Composition repurposed and 

adapted that system to create a tool for a photographer to quantitatively examine their own 

compositional process and capture patterns of practice not otherwise visible. Instead of tracking 

heads in unrelated photographs, this project examined the compositional process behind creating 

a single image. In this project, I analyzed eight selected photo sessions from photographer 

Sherwin R. Tibayan’s Horror Vacui series on blank billboards. From each session, he selected a 

single image out of dozens to include in the series. My system tracked and juxtaposed all of the 

compositional decisions he made regarding the billboard during a session. ese multiple 

analyses allowed the viewer to make comparisons both within and between the sessions. 

Like many photographers, Tibayan had numerous unused photographs associated with each 

session. e number of process shots far outweighed the number of shots he used. ese unseen 

photos possibly contained information about his compositional process. By quantitatively  



 

 

 
Figure : Photo session from April , . 



 

examining all of the photographs taken in a session, I hoped to reveal a more comprehensive view 

of process. 

At the top of each analysis were elements that may have affected, such as shooting solo or 

shooting alongside a street or highway, as dictated by Tibayan. e largest section of the analysis 

was a consolidated view of all of the session’s compositions. Below that was a chronological 

storyboard of the compositions as compared to the composition in the selected image. To the le 

of both was a timeline comparing the number and timestamp of the photographs to the number 

and duration of the compositions. 

is system was purposefully limited and isolated just the compositional act in the 

photographic process. is type of analysis was not meant to replace qualitative analyses, but 

instead to accompany them. ough I did each translation myself, ideally the photographer would 

be the one analyzing his/her photographs. As opposed to an automated analysis, the manual 

process would allow the photographer to literally trace the compositional process and come to 

know each incremental change they made during a session. By comparing and making explicit 

these compositional decisions—some of which may be intuitive—I believed a photographer 

would better understand a part of how they make photographs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

 Graduate school provided me with the opportunity to be very specific about my interests. By 

using data visualization as a cra, I have been able to work intimately and closely with each of my 

subjects of study. Instead of focusing on the limitations of systems designed to automate 

visualizations, I was able to focus on the limitations of my chosen subject and of different 

methods of analysis. I believe that it is the knowledge gained about creating subject-specific 

systems that will be most beneficial to me outside of graduate school. 

 For example, when designing for the MFA exhibition, I initially had a difficult time breaking 

away from my preconceived ideas about how work should be displayed in a gallery. I finally took 

inspiration from my design methodology: the presentation of my work needed to be simple, neat, 

consistent and needed to facilitate comparison between make disparate pieces, while reflecting the 

time-consuming and manual processes that I employed in my projects. To that end, I created a 

grid for the walls and divided the three displayed projects into three evenly spaced parts: an 

introduction, cards displaying process and large prints of the most recent application of each 

system. All of the process steps were printed at  x ˝, and the final pieces were printed at either 

 x ˝ or  x ˝. I printed each piece on thick paper and used four small nails in each corner 

to hang them. ough hanging in this manner was tedious, what is evident in the exhibition is the 

same sense of precision and care that I hope is visible in all of my work. 

ough I strongly believe in the benefits of a cra-based approach to visualization, I also 

believe that a viable next step in my work would be to attempt to automate Note Blocks. As sheet 

music is a quantitative subject to begin with, this project seems the best-suited for automation. I 

consider a manual approach to be indispensable when creating a subject-specific system or 

language. However, an obvious limitation is the time it takes to apply the system once that 

language has been established. Automation would allow for a faster application and the ability to 

more quickly compare a greater number of translated pieces, leading perhaps to new 

considerations, as well as patterns unseen in smaller samples. 

Automation could also act as a distancing device. What is currently unclear in the Note Blocks 

project is whether it was the language I created, the process of translating the original into the 

new language or a combination of both that ultimately helped me to play again. Automation may 

help to answer that question, as I would be able to view translated pieces without going through 



 

the process myself. Moving forward, I see potential in using cra and automation in tandem to 

create visualizations, each balancing the others’ limitations and strengths. 
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