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The Summer School on Digital Art 
His to ry (DAHSS) is an ongoing joint in-
i tia tive of the University of Málaga and 
the University of California, Berkeley. 
In 2015, both institutions signed a me-
mo ran dum of understanding for the de-
velopment of training activities in the 
field of Digital Art History and Visual 
Cul ture: DAHSS is the first outcome of 
this collaboration. Later on, other in sti-
tu tions, such as the Ludwig-Maxi milian 
University in Munich and the Uni ver si-
ty of Western Ontario in Canada, joined 
this project, enriching their benefits 
and expanding its scope. 

Why DAHSS? The so-called “digital 
turn” has configured new modes of 
access, production, representation and 
distribution of knowledge. The digital 
turn implies, therefore, new ways of 
think ing and un der stand ing, and al so 
new ways of cre at ing, re cre at ing, com-
mu ni cat ing, representing, and in ter-
preting. Being aware of this new sce-

nar io, DAHSS is rooted in the need to 
pro vide art his to ri ans and an a lysts of 
vi su al cul ture with in no va tive train ing 
con texts that take in to ac count the ma-
te ri al and tech no lo gi cal con di tions of 
our con tem po rary world, and that al so 
con tri bute to cri ti cal re flec tion of how 
these con di tions are mod el ing new ep-
i ste mic, in ter pre ta tive and meth o do lo-
gi cal par a digms. Fac ing this com plex 
sce nar io im plies, in turn, the im ple-
men ta tion of learn ing strategies based 
on trans dis ci pli na ry col lab o ra tion, 
stim u la tion of cre ati vi ty, and pro mo-
tion of disruptive thinking in order to 
question established as sump tions and 
conventions. In other words, DAHSS is a 
response to the challenge of reinventing 
the practices of Art History and Visual 
Culture Studies within the framework 
of the digital realm. Our ultimate goal 
is to establish a permanent seminar that 
serves as a bridge between a plurality 
of backgrounds and disciplines, able 
to configure a transnational scenario 
for critical reflection, ground-break ing 
learning and cooperative work. For tu-
nate ly, it seems that this objective has a 
way of being fulfilled if we consider the 
progression occurred between the first 
and second iterations of the program. 

Summer School on Digital 
Art History (DAHSS). Data-
Driven Analysis and Digital 
Narratives
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The first edition took place in September 
2016, and what began as a workshop 
with a reduced and local scope has 
experienced an important quantitative 
and qualitative leap in the second 
edition, expanding the number of 
applications, the variety of disciplinary 
backgrounds and the national and 
institutional diversity of participants. 
Only 40% of the applications could 
indeed be accepted, resulting in a final 
group of 23 participants coming from 
14 different countries.

Why the topic of Data-Driven An a-
lys is and Digital Narratives? DAHSS has 
tried to answer a double-sided question, 
crucial to the emerging field: in the two 
editions that have happened so far: How 
might the ability to access and process 
hundreds of thousands of data tell new 
stories about artistic culture? And how 
might we present these new stories in 
unprecedented narrative models? Not 
by chance one of the aspects of digital 
culture that requires more attention 
is the enormous amount of images, 
materials and data of all nature that, 
thanks to the incessant digitization 
effort carried out by GLAM institutions, 
together with the proliferation of open 
data and LOD initiatives, are at our 
disposal to be used for many different 
purposes. Further questions arise: How 
to use this material to generate new 
knowledge in the field of artistic and 
visual culture? How does the possibility 
of processing hundreds of thousands of 
data imply a paradigm shift with respect 
to interpretive models and traditional 
research practices?

Likewise, digital media—transitive, 
in ter ac tive and hy per me dia by na ture—
re quires a re found ing of the dis cur sive 
mod els and of the forms of re pre sen-
ta tion that, up to now, have been de-
ter mined by the formats of the printed 
culture and the book. The need to re-
found the writing practices and the 
discourse models that have governed 
historical-artistic knowledge so far de-
mands an adequate understanding of 
the potentialities of digital languages. 
In this sense, the creative practices of 
new media artists or the proposals de-
vel oped by electronic literature can 
in spire new models of narratives and 
stories.

In accordance with its objective of 
setting up training contexts based on 
creativity, innovation and disruptive 
thinking, DAHSS17 put dif ferent 
teach ing strategies in to play, com bin-
ing theo re ti cal exchanges and cri ti cal 
dis cus sions with prac ti cal ses sions (lab-
based ses sions) through which par ti ci-
pants worked col lab o ra ti ve ly in joint 
assign ments. Lab-based ses sions fol-
low ed Design Thinking methodologies 
for rapidly prototyping projects. The 
de velopment of prototypes is useful 
for the acquisition and practice of di-
gi tal and technical skills. Moreover, 
they also serve as catalysts to foster 
cri ti cal re flec tions about the new epi-
ste mic conditions associated with di-
gi tal i ty and its effects on artistic and 
vi su al culture. In DAHSS17, the shared 
dis cus sion ex pand ed in a Face book 
group, which is still work ing to day and 
is be com ing a meet ing point to share 
news, in i tia tives and re flec tions re lat ed 
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to Digital Art History. The DAHSS17 
pro gram was com plet ed with the par-
ti c i pants’ light ning talks, which gave 
us the op por tu ni ty to know their back-
grounds as well as their on going re-
search projects.

The first three days of DAHSS17 
were de vo ted to dis cuss a va ri e ty of 
prob lem at ic is sues which were in tro-
duced by the in struc tors through pro-
vok ing and sug ges tive pre sen ta tions. 
Greg Nie meyer (Uni ver si ty of Cal i-
for nia, Berkeley) ad dres sed a two fold 
re flec tion: on the on hand, in his pre-
sen ta tion “Pars ing Net works” he took 
as base the “cir cu lat ing ref er ence” con-
cept pro posed by Bruno La tour to ex-
plore the pro cess through which the 
ma teriali ty of the phe no me na em pi-
ri cal ly ob served is trans formed into a 
new ma teriali ty by means of the ag gre-
ga tion of lay ers of in ter pre ta tion. This 
pro cess for ma li zes and pro gres sive ly 
ab stracts the em pi ri cal reality to build 
a new one: the da ta set that we will fi-
nal ly man age. The cri ti cal ques tion that 
im me di ate ly emer ged was how to go 
from da ta—un der stood as an ab strac-
tion and for mal i za tion of em pi ri cal phe-
no me na—to trans for ma tive ac tions that 
re con nect with them; in other words, 
how to go from theo re ti cal for ma li za-
tion to prac tice; or how to make da ta-
driven ap proaches an eff ec tive tool to 
face the chal lenges of a chang ing world. 
This last ques tion led us to con sider the 
need of build ing pre dic tive mod els that 
help re searchers to en vi sion the fu ture 
in order to provide better solutions to 
the next problems that will beset us.

On the other hand, given that socio-
cultural phenomena do not progress in 
an unique manner and they are complex, 
the need to overcome linear narratives 
to develop multiple narratives was ad-
dres sed in a second phase. Therefore, 
the central question that focused the 
de bate was: How might we interrogate 
datasets in order to obtain a plurality of 
narratives? In turn, a series of connected 
reflections came up: assuming that our 
observations of the world are embedded 
in the building of data models, what 
do they mean in cultural terms? How 
might we interrogate the arguments 
and assumptions embedded in data 
models? How might we build more 
“neu tral” data models? Is that possible 
in some way?

As an alternative path for analyzing 
socio-cultural phenomena and sys tems 
in terms of complexity and flu i di ty, 
es pe cial ly in the context of the liquid 
mo der ni ty (Bau mann) of the 21st cen-
tu ry, Greg Nie meyer pro posed the 
no tion of “morphogenesis”—al ready 
raised by Alan Turing—in his pre sen-
ta tion “Towards Morphogenic Design”. 
The mor pho ge ne tic ap proach fo cuses 
atten tion on “how” sim ple forms be-
come com plex forms, rath er than 
“why”. It is also an on to lo gi cal ques-
tion to the ex tent that, from this point 
of view, things and creatures are not 
de fined by categories, but rath er by 
the waves that give rise to their forms. 
While traditional per spec tives de scribe 
struc tures and creatures in terms of cat-
e go ries of clas si fi ca tion, mor pho gen e sis 
pro poses to think of da ta (and socio-
cul tur al phe no me na) as waves that 
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col lide amongst them selves, re sult ing 
in a di ver si ty of forms. To il lus trate 
this issue in a prac ti cal way, Greg Nie-
meyer show ed Su pra li mi n al1, a pro ject 
de vel oped in col lab o ra tion with Paul D. 
Miller con sist ing in a 360 de gree vi deo 
in stal la tion that ge ne rates vi su al and 
sonic patt erns based on the prin ciples 
of morphogenesis (fig. 1). 

Naturally, the matter of data brought 
about other controversial issues, such 
as the bias of datasets, the existence of 
black holes, differences in access, in-
equalities in open data policies, etc.

Harald Klinke’s presentation (LMU) 
posed the problem from its foundation, 
that is, he launched the crucial quest-
ion of what is, in re al i ty, Di gi tal Art 
His to ry: can we say that it ex ists as 
some thing in de pen dent or dif fer ent 
from the tra di tion al Art His to ry? Are 
these two la bels—tra di tion al and di-
gi tal—ac tual ly de fin ing two diff er ent 

ways of practicing and understanding 
Art History? To answer this in tel lec-
tu al chal lenge, Harald Klinke re fer red 
to the me cha nisms tra di tion al ly used 
in art-his to ri cal re search (com pa ri son, 
ob  ser va tion, dis co ve ry of si mi la ri ties 
and diff er ences, clas si fi ca tion, etc.) to 
re flect on how they are trans formed 
when car ried out through com pu ta tion-
al meth ods. Since one of the con texts 
where this shift is most no ticed is when 
pro cessing the huge image col lec tions 
now avail able, the de bate of how to deal 
with these new re sources centered most 
of the dis cus sion. Like wise, the prob-
lems as so ci ated with the prac tice of Di-
gi tal Art His to ry were al so ad dres sed: 
the abun dance of in for ma tion and the 
need for a cri ti cal fil ter; the prob lems 
of un bal ances and un der re pre sen ta tion 
in di gi tal cul tur al her i tage; the need to 
understand the logic of computational 
meth ods in order to pro pose mean ing-
ful in ter pre ta tions; the tran sit from 
in di vi du al to col lab o ra tive and inter-

Figure 1: Greg Niemeyer, Paul D. Miller, Supraliminal (screenshot).
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disciplinary work; the change in the 
authorial and recognition models, etc. 
In short, participants faced the fun da-
mental question of what it is to be an 
art historian in the 21st century.

Justin Underhill (University of 
Cal i for nia, Berke ley) fo cused on im-
age pro cess ing and 3D la ser scann ing 
tech niques. His pre sen ta tion re volved 
around a fun da men tal idea: if the me-
dium shapes the way in which we see, 
the di gi tal ar ti facts (im ages, 3D mod-
els, etc.) are—there fore—pow er ful tools 
for shap ing our un der stand ing of vi su al 
cul ture and al so heu ris tic tools to cla-
ri fy issues re lat ed to the artis tic pro-
duc tion pro ces ses that were hither to 
im pos sible to ad dress. This les son had 
an on-site de mon stra tion at the Mála-
ga Ca the dral. On Wednesday morn ing, 
we moved to the city center to visit the 
Cathedral and to carry out a scanning 
session. Once all the captured data was 
processed, we were able to visualize the 
3D reconstruction of the building and 
to discuss the advantages and dis ad-
vantages of this technique2. 

On Wednesday, the formation of 
the work ing groups took place. At this 
point, we were all aware of the cri ti-
cal moment that we had in front of us 
since the effectiveness of the rest of 
the summer school depended on the 
success of this operation. We decided to 
rely on the Design Thinking strategies. 
Taking a starting point a small set of 
key questions that had emerged in 
the discussions of the previous days, 
the participants gradually added new 
questions on issues that had aroused 

their interests (fig. 2). These questions, 
grouped into semantic clusters, served 
as the ba sis for the di stil la tion of the 
three pro jects that were fi nal ly pro-
posed to be de vel oped dur ing the fol-
low ing days. Once the projects were de-
cided, each participant joined the most 
interesting one by him/her. 

On the last day, the three projects, 
tutored each by one of the instructors, 
were publicly presented.

1. Matching China, led by Greg 
Nie meyer, set out to ex plore diff er ent 
nar ra tives through gamification pro-
ces ses as a means of challening nar ra-
tives based on linear logics usually used 
by mu se ums and cul tu ral in sti tu tions 
(chro no lo gi cal, sty lis tic, etc.). The re sult 
is Matching China3, an in ter ac tive game 
that ex amines how diff er ent nar ra tives 
in flu ence our ways of see ing. At the be-
ginn ing of the game, a se ries of im ages 
of he te ro ge neous blue-por ce lain ob-
jects pass before the eyes of the gamers 
com bin ing diff er ent sett ings (ran dom, 
chro no lo gi cal, sub jec tive, with as so ci-
at ed in for ma tion, without information, 
etc.). Subsequently, gamers must match 
fragments of the objects with the fig ure 
to which they belong (fig. 3). The hits 
scored are used to re flect about what 
kind of sett ings are best remembered 
by participants, and, therefore, whether 
the use of certain logics determines the 
cognitive experience of the viewer. 

2. Modeling the Music Lessons. 
Veer mer’s IKEA, guided by Justin Un-
der hill, set out to explore the potential 
of 3D modeling techniques to foster 
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spec u la tive hy po theses about two-di-
men sion al re pre sen ta tions. In par tic u-
lar, the project focused on the painting 
The Music Lesson (ca. 1660) by Johannes 
Vermeer. The final result was a 3D ar-
ti fact that reconstructs the geometry 
of the room depicted and the different 
objects included in the scene. This 3D 
artifact allows us to speculate about 
the techniques used by Vermeer in 
the projection of the two dimensional 
space, the point of view adopted by the 
painter but also about the changing 
effect of the natural light when this 
invades the scene through the windows 
at different times of the day4. 

3. Data Analysis and Visualization, 
leaded by Harald Klinke, set out to delve 
into the opportunities provided by data 
analysis and visualizations to produce 
new art-historical knowledge. Both 
open datasets and datasets belonging 
to participants’ personal projects were 
used. It is interesting to note that, 
during the exploration process, datasets 
were conceived as research objects per 
se. In contrast to traditional approach 
that usually departs from questions 
previously established, datasets were 
analyzed in order to find out which new 
and unexpected questions emerged as 
a function of configuration, structure, 
volume, data types, etc. 

Figure 2: Research questions’ panel (https://goo.gl/nXPG2i).

https://goo.gl/nXPG2i
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Finally, I presented my own ex pe-
ri ment, Words-Images Game, whose 
ob jec tive was to ex plore the na ture 
of the words used to de scribe cer tain 
im ages in or der to dis cover wheth er 
any patt ern can be traced de pend ing 
on the na ture of the im age we are see-
ing. Each of the par ti ci pants pro vid ed 7 
words of their choice to de scribe each 
of the 7 images se lec ted by me (all of 
them paint ings of the 20th cen tu ry). 
The re sults de mon strated a ten den cy 
to use words that identify (nominate) 
the objects represented when figurative 
images are described, while the words 
related to the description of the visual 
qualities—which, for obvious reasons, 
are prevalent in the non-figurative im-
ages—remain marginal. Therefore, the 

pre dis po si tion of fig ura tive im ages 
to ac ti vate the cog ni tive me cha nism 
of iden ti fi ca tion—the first step of the 
Panofskian icono graphic meth od— 
seems to re le gate the ap pre ci a tion of 
the vi su al qualities (form, color, light, 
etc.) to a second register. 

And now, what is the next? We are 
already working on the DAHSS18 with 
the ambition of improving the training 
strategies, expanding the scope with 
new topics and making the community 
of Digital Art History practitioners 
grow. 

The entire DAHSS17’s doc u men ta-
tion can be found at: http://his to ria del-
artemalaga.uma.es/dahss17/en/ 

Figure 3: Matching China interface (screenshot).

http://historiadelartemalaga.uma.es/dahss17/en/
http://historiadelartemalaga.uma.es/dahss17/en/
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Notes
1 http://www.supraliminal.org/ [Viewed: 20/ 
12/2017]. See Greg Niemeyer’s explanation at: 
https://goo.gl/3bwDTa [Viewed: 20/12/2017].
2 See Justin Underhill’s explanation at: https://
goo.gl/nc2ScS [Viewed: 20/12/2017].
3 http://matchingchina.org/ [Viewed: 20/12/ 
2017].
4 See video at: https://goo.gl/sV6rmB [Viewed: 
20/12/2017].

Figure 4: Clustering artists in the Met Museum tapestry collection foremost shows us the over re
pre sentation of designers in tapestry research @rudyjosbeerens.

http://www.supraliminal.org/
https://goo.gl/3bwDTa
https://goo.gl/nc2ScS
https://goo.gl/nc2ScS
http://matchingchina.org/
https://goo.gl/sV6rmB
https://twitter.com/rudyjosbeerens

