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about
Waterson and Richards’ sub_scape installations and video engage and upend traditional notions of mapping.
With their politico-grunge themes, gorgeous edgy effects and mash up techniques, the sub_scape projects
have been exhibited to acclaim in Melbourne and Helsinki, and a video version shown at numerous Australian
and international events.
sub_scape is a real-time generative system for manipulating data streams. The software is extremely robust and
will generate hours and hours of varied material by sampling, folding and remapping one data set onto another.
Using elegant rules, sub_scape generates poetic ecologies of sound and image. The data sets can comprise
data streams of video and audio, openGL data, and alphanumerical data - eg company reports, statistics, poems, seafloor height. What emerge from the system are aesthetic complexes and evolving patterns, along with
anomalies, turbulence and recursive effects. The system exhibits confluence, paradox, metaphor and commentary, arising from the intriguing combinations of source data and formal strategies.
sub_scape is a conjuring and evocative work aimed at the interstices of metaphorical and material space. It is a
playful and ironic critique on the traditional politics and power dynamics of knowledge-through-mapping. By
mapping one space into another and playing on the emergent aesthetic and sense-making behaviours of the
datasets, by using the dynamics of turbulence, balance, recursive effect and pattern formation in the data, the
sub_scape affect is more baroque than cartesian.
sub_scapeUTOPIA is the 3rd work in the sub_scape series. sub_scapeBALTIC used bathymetry and pollution
statistics to evoke the confluence and difference of Australian desert and the Baltic sea; subscapePROOF took
political reportage and TV confessional and cut it up with poetry and company reports. A 5” machinima made
from sub_scapePROOF has been widely shown.
Each iteration of sub_scape can be installed as a site-specific screen-based work.
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sub_scapeCycle – proposed for ISEA 2010
This new iteration of sub_scape is a literal and conscious projection of landscape and the symmetry of intent.
In the gallery, in front of a flat screen, the visitor pedals a recumbent cycle; this provides the energy to modify
and ‘clean’ a 3d terrain that is terraforming in realtime. The environment is created by datasets that are key indicators of contemporary ecological/technological/economic/cultural ills, some pre-cached and some coming in
live from the www. Pollution indicators, domestic violence statistics, oil prices, global warming indices, mortality
data… The system defaults to a dystopic vision - the surface of the terraform sinks and flops, while data spikes
create ugly depressions, extreme colour graduations and poor water to landform ratios. The surface is lacklustre, barren, deeply pitted and distressed.
As soon as the visitor starts pedalling, their efforts contribute to rebalancing our ecosystem. The 3d terrain is
seen and heard to revitalise and improve, taking on more natural peaks and troughs, and evolves to support
new lifeforms. Working from realtime visual and aural feedback, the visitor cycles harder and begins to get an
endorphin affect from their efforts. As the visitor cycles and feels the affect, the modelled terrain develops pleasing glows that reflect the cyclist’s increased endorphins. The cyclist also has the added incentive and pleasure of
knowing that the energy created is being stored and used to power the installation, a carbon neutral position.
When the visitor stops, their efforts sustain the system for a period. Visitors’ efforts will have a cumulative effect
over the duration of the exhibition, helping to sustain the environment against the onslaught of ‘uncomfortable’
data.
sub_scapeCYCLE riffs on ideas of imaginary islands and their modern counterpart, virtual worlds, where human
folly, idealism and agency are manifest. The cycle symbolises sustainable culture, and the personal, individual
and physiological effort we can make to counteract environmental crises. The visitor can have agency of both a
literal and symbolic 'world' and contribute to the evolution of a world of sustainability, balance, ecology, ethics,
and consciousness.
Literally the bike energy will offset the carbon cost of producing the artwork. Excess power production will be
stored and recorded in the energy display panel. An interpretation panel will outline the carbon footprint of the
project, and the target kWatts required to offset.
sub_scapeCYCLE offers a convergent space between biology and artifice, implicating the audience in a simple
and direct way. The experience comments on energy consumption in electronic arts and media, our power/
lessness to impact on environmental disaster wrought by extreme capitalism and dominant aesthetics of hyperreal Cartesian space. sub_scapeCYCLE is an aesthetic staging of a bioethical encounter. The bicycle interface is
a quirky and affectionate illustration of the machinations of embodied knowledge production.
In the words of Irish writer Flann O’Brien,
’The gross and net result of it is that people who spent most of their natural lives riding iron bicycles
over the rocky rocksteads of this parish get their personalities mixed up with the personalities of their
bicycle as a result of the interchanging of atoms of the each of them and you would be surprised at the
number of people in these parts who are nearly half people and half bicycles.’
I let go a gasp of astonishment that made a sound in the air like a bad puncture.
“And you would be flabbergasted at the number of bicycles that are half-human almost half-man, halfpartaking of humanity.’
Apparently there is no limit, Joe remarked. Anything can be said in this place and it will be true and will
have to be believed. 1
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P 85. Flann O'Brien, The Third Policeman, Dalkey Archive, 2002
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specifications

Suitable for shared or individual interior environment. (Note: headphones are used so audio spill does not occur)
The work can be presented in a darkened gallery or public space.
Installation footprint 1.5m x 1.5m (this includes the user and the work as well as multiple audience viewing the
work).

hardware:

1 x 40-50” (100-130cm) or greater LCD screen or projector and screen/wall.
1 x Custom recumbent bicycle
1 x CPU
1 x Black Box (invertor battery and electronics)
1 x Headphones
Note no Internet connection is required.

personnel
Work will be installed by the artists in 4 hrs.
No additional technical support required outside of normal gallery attendant duties for duration of exhibition.

sub_scape

3

sub_scape

sub_scapePROOF
sub_scapePROOF is an evocative installation aimed at the interstices of metaphorical truth and
material evidence in the aesthetics and language of global media transmission.
For sub_scape PROOF, artists Waterson and Richards populated the sub_scape system with video of the
pulpit-like rhetoric of the professional politician; ‘secular confessional’ TV; advertisements, and TV reportage with
its increasingly value-added, Baroque display.
Mapped through this video/audio data stream are literary texts that represent some axiomatic notions about
truth, discourse and affect. Jorge Luis Borges’ parable of language The Library of Babel; a Sufi text titled Seeing
which contrasts the western-leaning, neo-Aristotelian philosopher Avicenna’s focus on universals, with Sufist
consciousness of the ‘now’; a short poem Every American Wins a Prize, by Australian Pam Brown, which acts
as a commentary on commercialisation and the Americanisation of topos; and an excerpt from "..and if, taking
the eye of a man most recently dead..." Descartes via feminist Luce Irigaray , who is known for her complex linguistic, philosophical and psychoanalytic precepts.
sub_scape
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As the sub_scape system maps these texts onto the video stream, key words in the texts – for example, trust,
insinuate, fact – trigger the introduction of another set of data, representing a third type of ‘truth’: the annual
reports of various multinational companies involved in the insurance, telecommunications and manufacturing.
sub_scapePROOF critiques the notion of evidential, superficial “truth” in a post-faith age. By mapping philosophy and corporate data back onto the language of superpower politics and western, pathological tropes of fear
and anxiety, sub_scapePROOF generates a playful and ironic critique on the traditional politics and power dynamics of knowledge-through-mapping. By playing on the emergent aesthetic and sense-making behaviours of
the datasets, by using the dynamics of turbulence, balance, recursive effect and pattern formation in the data,
sub_scapePROOF transmits an affect of ‘truth” more baroque than Cartesian, and “meaning” more symbolic
than fixed.
sub_scapePROOF was commissioned by the Australian Centre for the Moving Image for the exhibition “Proof –
the act of seeing with one’s own eyes”, Melbourne 2004 – 2005. A single channel machinima version (5mins
duration) is available.

screen capture stills from sub_scapePROOF

specifications

sub_scapePROOF is created in MaxMSP and Auvi.
It is housed in a periscope object for single visitor use. The periscope has an in-built LCD screen. The visitor
views the periscope display from a seated position. Turning the periscope changes the data flows and effects.
subscapePROOF can also be configured for alternate display such as wall projection.
Periscope dimensions: Approximately 140 cm H and 55 cm Diameter, weight 26 kg.
Materials: Aluminium, moulded resin, rubber handles. VC to midi box, midi box, LCD screen included.
Hardware requirements: Mac CPU running OSX, min 1ghz processor, min 512 meg ram. Stereo headphones.
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sub_scapeBALTIC
sub_scapeBALTIC was created for ISEA2004, and exhibited in August 2004 on the Helsinki-Tallin passenger
ship. For sub_scapeBALTIC, the artists took data sets from the Baltic Sea (bathymetry transects of the ship’s
course, pollutants found in grey seals and fish, historical and contemporary fish finds, etc) and transcoded and
mapped them in real time onto audio and video data modules of Australian desert, both pristine and polluted.
sub_scapeBALTIC plays with the reflexive synthesis of seemingly alternative spaces – the northern sea and the
southern desert. Yet the sea and desert are isomorphs, having metaphysical, aesthetic and political connections
between them. The western imagination represents the sea and the desert as “non-place” and negative space
Mapped as they are with lines of force and communication, trade and theft, disease and DNA, development and
exploitation, the sea and the desert are highly political spaces. Both the sea and desert are “deep space” (a
combinative trope of physical place and social connectedness) onto which we project our deepest, most
troubling collective histories and desires. Environmentally, the desert was once a seabed; both places have
similar geomorphologies. sub_scapeBALTIC explores and exploits these philosophical connections in an
aesthetic, playful and active installation.

screen capture stills from sub_scapeBALTIC
sub_scape
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specifications

sub_scapeBALTIC is created in MaxMSP and Auvi. It is housed in a periscope-like installation. Visitors turn the
unit to select the bathymetric datasets and data mapping.
Periscope dimensions: Approximately 140 cm H and 55 cm Diameter, weight 26 kg.
Materials: Aluminium, moulded resin, rubber handles. VC to midi box, midi box, LCD screen included.
Hardware: Mac CPU running OSX, min 1ghz processor, min 512 meg ram. Stereo headphones.

sub_scapeBALTIC system overview
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sub_scape artistic rationale and influences
Traditionally, western cartography combines multiple data sets in a 2 dimensional representation. The
datamapping (combinative, cross-referencing of datasets) tells a story – the landuse and landforms of a place;
demographics and epidemiology; ethnography and employment, etc. Imaginative and politicised choice of
datasets creates more esoteric ‘maps’, eg civil society; 3d visualisations of bombsites and archaeological sites
in the virtual heritage industry.

Aesthetically and globally, datamapping/cartography have embraced two, three and four dimensional forms of
representation, from mud maps to Magnetic Image Resonance body mapping and sonar seabed visualisation.
There have been infinite combinations of the pictorial and symbolic, from Micronesian shell maps to Chinese
pictorial maps. The use of live data input/dynamic maps, from collaborative sand painting in Aboriginal Australia
to web based data visualisation softwares.
Today, the proliferation of data in digital storage/retrieval systems demand that artist engage with the aesthetics,
forms and politics of datamapping. sub_scape is a real-time generative system for manipulating data streams.
The system samples, manipulates, folds and re maps one data set onto another.

Digital data is extraordinary stuff. It is ‘non-material’, being abstract and ethereal. As Dr Anne Finnegan has so
nimbly argued: like Derrida’s take on writing, data is less an imprint than the principle of ‘being imprinted’ . Yet
we can treat data as matter, precisely because its “capacity for ‘being-imprinted’ is a variable…it can as easily
accommodate the crunching of large numbers...or can be mapped and configured across 2, 3 or 4 dimensions,
at various levels of data saturation” .
So this ‘non matter’ can be manipulated, sampled, folded, compressed, expanded; its flow can be animated,
made to swarm, flock, stagger, be still, disperse and remass. Freed from the constraints of the analogue (the
archive, the ledger), digital data can cut loose and be released into its capacity for imprintedness – it can be
mapped onto anything with the potential for being inscripted or imprinted. For instance: the body, cyberspace, a
video stream, other dataflows or datasets.
Data has a certain independence, a life of its own – it holds only a tangential, non-mimetic relationship to the
subject that was tallied or quantified during data collection. Data is the product of abstract thought (what
information will illustrate the data collector’s thesis?) – it reflects its own behaviours not those of its ‘content’.
The data mass can behave as one but will also be comprised of its molecular components, each exhibiting its
own behaviour. Thus the capacity for emergence - pattern formation, recursive effect, complex and unexpected
behaviours, densities and sparseness, emerging from simple rules applied to and/or extracted from the data
mass.

The growing scope of digital data has already had a profound effect on ontology and subjectivity. Today we try
to understand the complexity of socio-enviro-political systems through our exposure to a proliferation of data,
and its myriad forms of imprintedness (visualisation). From dynamic weather maps, to virtual heritage &
sub_scape
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applications in epidemiology, and from tracking polluted water to pattern recognition in complex crimes like
corporate fraud, new strata of subjects and subjectivity emerge.

Yet this impactful phenomenon is further complicated by contentious issues of data ‘accuracy’ and ownership,
and the cultural specificity of the forms and aesthetics of visualisation. Access to data and complex
visualisations does not necessarily make for a more culturally sensitive or comprehensive understanding of
‘deep space’ - that combinative trope of physical place and social connectedness that we inhabit. Neither do
new mapping technologies interrogate, celebrate or account for the poetical and speculative affects of notions
of space, human consciousness and subjectivity in space. Nor do extensive amounts of data mitigate against
the phenomenon of ‘compassion fatigue’ plaguing the western world today. Exploration of the data trope is both
timely and very exciting for digital artists.
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