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Jonathan Harris distills the Web's
infinite avalanche of thoughts,
facts, and feelings into exquisitely
framed portraits of humanity.
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An interactive presentation of the 86,800 most
used English words, from the to conquistador,
Word Count was designed and developed by Harris
in conjunction with Fabrica in 2004. The size of a

word corresponds to the frequency of its use,
based on data from the British National Corpus.

One late-winter morning Jonathan Harris sat in front of a
MaeBook in his Brooklyn apartment and opened the Web site
We Feel Fine. Candy-colored digital balls and dots bounced
around a black background. He clicked on one. and it shat-
tered into a spinning sentence of text that flew to the top of
the screen: 1 feel for you.” Then he clicked on another, and
another—all statements beginning with *I feel.” harvested live
from the Web's millions of blogs by this artwork he cocreated:

1 feel so lonely today.

I feel he is there watching over me and even more so when |
am in the garden.

I feel like I'm in tenth grade all over again.

1 feel your might; I only have relinquish'd one delight to live
beneath your more habitual sway.

That last one is from William Wordsworth’s “Intimations
of Immortality.” Janiele, a 23-year-old in Radford. Virginia,
posted it on her MySpace blog “twenty-one minutes ago.”
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the BBC, and the New York Times for top inter-
national news stories and performs a weighted
linguistic analysis to determine the 100 most
important words. Corresponding photos are
arranged on a grid; clicking on a photo enlarges
it and displays links to the relevant articles.

2. tsunami
3

Wednesday, Dec 29 2004, 11pm EST

PREVIOUS HOUR WSTORY

NOVEMBER 18 2005

SAN DIEGO PANDA CUB GETS VERY CUTE NAME
-

W & T vt S, e

METROPOLIS June 2007 143

Unsurprised by the serendipitous beauty his Web site creates,
Harris then elicked on *Montage,” and a grid of colored squares
dissolved one by one into thumbnail images, the visual con-
fetti of the blogosphere: American Idol contestants, the Eiffel
Tower. prom pictures, a puppy. Clicking on one created an elegant
little explosion of more candy-colored dots, as the image—
a corgi frolicking in the grass, suddenly worthy of Tibor
Kalman—expanded to fill the whole window. Clicking again
launched the page the dog came from, with an intimacy so sud-
den it felt like magic: “Bron's Blog: Knitting Without a Net.”
Then the wizard pulled back the curtain. “We realized there
was all this amazing humanity hiding on the Web, but most
people considered it to be a cold, inhuman space,” Harris
explains, speaking for himself and his frequent collaborator,
Sepandar Kamvar, whose day job is technical lead of person-
alization at Google. “So we asked. *How can we systemati-
cally quantify feelings using the Web?™™ In a process Kamvar
describes as “not quite rocket science.” they wrote a program
that scrapes new blog posts, looking for the statement “I feel.™
With the duplicates thrown out, it yielded 20,000 “feelings™
a day. Harmis punched up the raw feed of XML code in a source
file—in other words, plain text. “Just in this form we could tell
it was amazing material.” he says. “Which is when the next
big layer comes in: how to visualize all this inf ion.”

Harris developed an interactive Web site for Seed

magazine that explores the balance between
science and culture. Small photos linked to online

news stories float in the center of the screen,
Users can adjust a slider to the right toward
“culture,” which causes the photos to careen

wildly, or toward “science,” which organizes them
into neat columns.
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Kamvar, Love-lines scans thousands of blogs to For 30 days last fall, Yahoo! collected words, pic-

find expressions of love, hate, and the feelings tures, videos, drawings, and sounds from more than

inb S gl g with “l love,” 170,000 people around the world to create a digital

“I like,” "I want,” | don’t want,” or "I hate" are time capsule, developed by Harris. The issi
accompanied by the age, gender, and geographical were organized into ten themes, and could be 7,
location of the author when available, resulting in searched and sorted by contributor demographics.

a constantly updated database of human desire. Now closed, the capsule will reopen in March 2020.

We Feel Fine—together with the handful of Harris's other

works—defines a profound new kind of information design: it
whittles down the world's 70 million Web sites and blogs into 4 SApan e . 8
a frl‘unwl image ..Irm..\n...'.i_n_\. And nld..l..q. live. ;-nnlinlmlhh. i feel so alone and this is just another time when i
and autonomously. Architects and designers have experi- . : . .

mented with computational design, letting a computer run want to go hlde Where no one WIll ever fmd me
through a spectrum of possibilities within a given set of
parameters. But Harriss creations are different: rather than
static building

azine covers, or shopping bags, they are

constantly changing artistic responses to a constantly chang-
ing world. By using the Web as both site and material, they
offer a way of seeing rather than merely being a sight.

If you believe that the Internet is a cultural revolution on
the level of modern capitalism, the nuclear age. or even the
age of reason, then think of Harris as struggl

g lo create its
Impressionism, its Abstract Expressionism, or its neoclassi-
cism—struggling, in other words, to develop a new artistic
language for a new human condition. And undoubtedly for a
new generation. At 27 Harris is different from those of us
even just a few years older who made it through high school
without e-mail, college without IMs, and at least a few years of
our twenties without blogs. The material of experience has
changed. The old rituals of memory—photographs, scrapbooks,

diaries, letters—have moved onto the Web, opening them up
for a new kind of analysis. *The goal for me is really to hold up
a mirror to the world, and then open that mirror up to the larg-
est number of people possible,” he says.  continued on page 147

particles that ricochet around the screen, but

they can be further organized in several ways,
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niverse.daylife.com

The interactive night sky of Universe, launched

in March, is populated by a rotating galaxy of stars,
each of which links to information from Daylife—

a news story, for instance, or a quote or an image.
Moving the cursor over the stars causes them to
connect into constellations of related information,
which can be isolated and explored.
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In January, Harris launched Daylife, a news
service that gathers and organizes information
from around the Web with an emphasis on the
connections among stories, organizations,
and people. Topic pages like the one for Iraq (left])
contain breaking stories as well as photos,
quotes, a timeline of news coverage, and links
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continued from page 44 Ax an undergraduate at Princeton, Har-
ris was consumed by traditional visual ants. He painted oils
and watercolors, and obsessively kept a sketchbook. But he

Ily limiting—

found the physicality of the medium lit
“limited to what my eves could see, and limited 1o the people
that | came in physical contact with,” Harris explains. So he
tumed to computer science and began experimenting with its
techniques to represent the world, “I wanted to get away from

the heavy hand of the designer or painter projecting a single
vie \\polnl and move toward a model where | was basically
creating the tools and platforms and systems that could be
I used in many different ways, based on the
gned himself with the mantra

interpreted
viewer's inputs,” he says. He a
of computer artist and composer Golan Levin: to desi
that are “instantly knowable but infinitely masterable™—like
the pencil or the piano,

Hamis first gamered intemational attention in 2004, with the
Web site 10x10, which he created while a fellow at Fabrica,
Benettons technology-based art center housed in a Tadao
Ando-designed villa near Venice. Every hour 10x10 scans
the feeds of major news sources from around the world. Then,
in what Harris deseribes as an “elaborate process of weighted
linguistic analysis,” it determines the hour’s 100 most impor-
. and arrays the
gainst a white

tools

tant words, matches each word to an im
images in a ten-by-ten grid—all set cleanly
backdrop with a Helvetica title. Mousing over each image
makes the word that prompted it fluidly expand along one
edge—like a finely woven fishing net for the world's bad news:
kill, Afghan, Bush, raid, troops, suicide. continued on page 186




