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Because the scope and complexity of this project outstips the 
skillset or capacity of any single art historian, the project is 

necessarily collaborative in nature. 

@chris_nygren



We believe that the best Digital 
Humanities projects will 
emerge from conversations 
about how the work can be 
rewarding for both humanists 
and technologists.
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This is not collaboration.
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Computers are necessary, 
but not not sufficient.
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What’s a way around that? 

Dimensionality reduction 
as a core skill.
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Technology enables humanists to ask 
interesting, but not essential questions.
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Working with “Art” is a way for technologists 
to find tinker on interesting problems of 
computation while also accruing some 
cultural cache
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https://www.nextrembrandt.com/

https://www.nextrembrandt.com/


“One of Rembrandt’s great 
achievements was to 
portray human emotions in 
a much more convincing 
way than artists had 
before, and in many ways 
for all time.” 







“We’re using a lot of data to 
improve business life, but 
we haven’t been using data 
that much in a way that 
touches the human soul. 
You could say that we use 
technology and data like 
Rembrandt used his paints 
and his brushes to create 
something new...” 











“We had to create a whole 
painting from just data. We 
used statistical features and 
various algorithms to extract 
the features that make a 
Rembrandt a Rembrandt.” 



“We took parts of the face and started to 
compare them. Based on this we were able 
to make a typical Rembrandt nose, mouth, 
eye or ear” 





“A painting is not a 2-D picture. It’s 3-D. You can see the canvas. You can see the process”







“The next Rembrandt 
makes you think 
about where 
innovation can take 
us. What’s next?” 



We are all here to solve 
interesting problems.
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Both “interesting” and 
“problems” can be 
variously defined.
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The trick is to respect how 
people from different 
disciplinary backgrounds 
define those terms 
differently.
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Brian Cantwell Smith, 
“The Limits of Correctness” (1985)
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The Project Pipeline

1. A question is identified as being potentially answerable through computation.

2. The required information from the specified field(s) is identified and gathered.

3. This information is transformed and regularized into structured digital 

information, or data.

4. This data is analyzed through a computational process, producing a set of results.

5. These results are synthesized into new domain knowledge.
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What may be surprising to 

technologists is that, to a 

humanist, their results are 

actually the beginning of a 

conversation, both in terms of 

iterating the computational 

workflow, but also in the 

interpretation of the results.
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Premises / Why This Matter / 
repeat: “you can’t wait for the 

field” (Katie Reilly in am 
session)
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Working with computers in 
art history can be a powerful, 
self-reflective practice that 
frequently yields fruitful 
avenues of investigation.
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Digital images and their 
inherent, quantitative 
computability are a 
fundamental transformation of 
the way we have remediated 
our objects of study.
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Art Historians are scholars 
trained in rigorous ways that 
push back on the drive to 
instrumentalize human 
existence.
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It is culture-critical for such 
scholars to remain closely 
involved in conversations 
about the ways that digital 
computing shapes our 
collective understanding of 
our present and our past. @chris_nygren



Four Roles  
(Responsibilities?)

...not necessarily four different people.
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Humanist (Domain Specialist)
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Technologist
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Data Steward
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Catalyst
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The Project Pipeline
1. A question is identified as being potentially answerable through computation.

(technologist and humanis, mostly)

2. The required information from the specified field(s) is identified and gathered.

(data steward)

3. This information is transformed and regularized into structured digital 

information, or data.

(data steward) 

4. This data is analyzed through a computational process, producing a set of results.

(technologist and humanis, mostly)

5. These results are synthesized into new domain knowledge.

(technologist and humanis, mostly)
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This role-based model 
makes visible the hidden 
work of collaboration.

@chris_nygren



This role-based model 
offers a blueprint for 
individual accountability 
and responsibility.
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This role-based model can 
reduce the risk of project 
failure.
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Having these roles clearly 
articulated at the outset of 
your project is not only good 
practice because we’re 
humans… it will also help your 
project be more legible to 
funding bodies @chris_nygren



Key terms and instincts 
that we want to resist: 
● “Work-for-hire”
● “Project Manager” model
● “Data Entry” model
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Thank You.
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