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Mobile Subjects: Contrapuntal Modernisms
(MSCM) examines the movement of artists from
decolonizing regions through the colonial artis-
tic hubs of London and Paris during the postwar
era. This tale of two cities explores how London
and Paris served as critical meeting points, anti-
colonial hubs, and centers of exchange driven by
postwar mass migration. It introduces a new ana-
lytical framework that views metropoles not as
origins or global training grounds, but as intersec-
tions and conduits of flow, offering insight into the
transnational nature of modern art. By working
with data on artists who were “exceptional but
not exceptions” (Spies Gans 2018), MSCM seeks
to challenge the colonial archive by highlighting
its characteristic ambiguities, uncertainties, bia-
ses, and gaps. Our project emphasizes the “situa-
tedness” of the data (Lavin 2021) and the database
structures, which we translate into interactive vi-
sual models that challenge definitions of nation
and identity. Combining network and spatiotem-
poral data visualization methodologies at the in-
tersection of art practice and digital humanities
illuminates the interconnectedness of the relatio-
nal database we built, emphasizing (rather than
erasing) inconsistencies, biases, and omissions.

MSCM features hundreds of artists who came
from the so-called “Global South” and contended
with barriers related to their identities in their li-
ves as artists in Paris and London. These artists
studied in the same schools, showed their work
in the same galleries and exhibitions, worked in

the same studios, and, at times, lived together. Our
data practices present specific challenges due to
their heterogeneous nature: some data was gene-
rously shared with us by scholars who have exten-
sively researched artists in London and Paris du-
ring the postwar era, while other datasets have an
institutional origin. Each dataset represents and
describes artists’ identities in different ways and
focuses on different types of events.

MSCM’s web-based relational database is struc-
tured using the Committee for International Do-
cumentation Conceptual Reference Model (CIDOC
CRM) ontology. CIDOC is an event-based schema:
it links individuals through temporarily and spa-
tially defined “events” (such as exhibitions, and
education and training at art schools and aca-
demies) and defines their identities and social
relationships (encompassing aspects such as ci-
tizenship, gender, social class, political affiliati-
ons, languages spoken, and membership in ar-
tistic groups). Our mapping of the CIDOC CRM
surfaces social aspects of the artists’ lives, while
revealing limitations of the ontology that should
be extended to accommodate such socially con-
structed phenomena. The current iteration of the
CRM can express the belonging or affiliation of
an individual to a political movement, an artis-
tic group, and (depending on how it is interpre-
ted) to a nation and a social class. However, it can-
not accommodate categories such as gender and
ethnicity. Categorizing individuals becomes par-
ticularly complex when considering the role of
agency and the influence of context in shaping
socially constructed identities. This is also revea-
led in details such as our aim to capture the spel-
ling or westernization of artists' names we find in
our sources, or the different terminologies used to
identify individuals. The categorization of events
carries similar complexities. For example, many
artists studied in MSCM traveled extensively, and
attended academies in Paris and London on and
off over a period of years - no single “event” can
capture this nuance.

We chose to use a "universally” recognized onto-
logy along with controlled vocabularies and aut-
hority records to facilitate data integration and
exchange with GLAM institutions and other art
history projects following best Linked Open Data
practices. However, we are increasingly aware of
the epistemological biases and knowledge gaps
inherent in the CIDOC CRM, Getty Vocabularies
(AAT and ULAN), Wikidata, and Virtual Inter-
national Authority File (VIAF). Sometimes it is
necessary to contextualize terminologies from
controlled vocabularies. Providing an additional
layer of information that frames critical elements
of the concepts is one of the ways our project’s da-
tabase engages with situated data in the context of

294



Linked Open Data. The use of controversial cate-
gories such as ethnicity or race can reveal colonial
customs. Many categories we use were assigned
to artists by others (such as art historians and
art critics), which “situates” this data (Sant 2023).
Hereby, we can approach the necessary step of
specifying aspects of the socio-cultural context in
which the categories were and are produced.

This presentation proposes means of digital
mapping and network analysis that work along
and against the archival grain (Stoler 2008) to re-
assess artists’ global movements and the co-con-
stitution of Modernism as a global phenomenon
in a new light. This includes mapping movements,
for instance, on an unorthodox cartographic pro-
jection to decenter Europe and highlight trans-pa-
cific networks. The visual representations of the
trajectories are also transformed, depicted as or-
ganic, indeterminate charcoal lines intersected by
jagged, unpredictable spikes. This approach affec-
tively conveys their volatility throughout the 20th
century, capturing nuances that cannot be repre-
sented with more conventional network analy-
sis or mapping tools. Specific nuances surroun-
ding the spatio-temporality of our data structure
and visual models and the porosity of geographic
and categorical borders have also emerged and
evolved over the course of our project. Many of
the researched artists are not bound within or
defined by geographic borders, frequently cros-
sing between locations for their artistic activities
throughout their lives. Considering this, registe-
ring locational data for these artists requires ad-
dressing the ambiguity and shifting nature of geo-
graphic borders, which changes over time and are
often politically contested. This challenge extends
to designing data structures and visual models, es-
pecially when using conventional digital mapping
tools, and incorporating the multilingual dimen-
sionality of the dataset into the structure and vi-
sualizations. Temporality is another critical factor
in the project, as dates play a key role in identify-
ing plausible connections between artists. Visua-
lizing time-based data, particularly when it is in-
consistent or vague (e.g., "ca. 1955"), adds further
complexity to the process.

To tackle these challenges, MSCM uses open-
source graphics and animation tools (i.e. p5.js)
which are less typically used in Digital Huma-
nities for data visualization, broadening the con-
ventional aesthetic language used to convey con-
text, absences, ambiguities, and multiplicities in
the dataset. Using P5.js’s robust linked tool sets,
for instance, each node’s visual characteristics —
opacity, texture, its ‘visual noise’ — can be ge-
neratively mapped onto the dataset’s variables,
encoding seemingly decorative visual qualities
with quantitative or qualitative meaning. Using

a library customarily designed for artistic, ra-
ther than analytic tasks yet with robust script-
based capabilities, this project visualizes the his-
torical exigencies and lacunae that would other-
wise be obscured by data modeling methodolo-
gies that use a sharper, more concrete visual
language. For example, one early output of this
project models the movements of artists from the
decolonizing world to the Slade School in Lon-
don through the midcentury era. Herein, the li-
nes representing artists’ global trajectories use a
rough, charcoal-like effect to suggest the dataset’s
uncertainty; while their start and end points may
be known, their routes and intersections remain
speculative. Using a ‘glitchy’ or ‘noisy’ visual lan-
guage, this approach to data modeling acknow-
ledges and makes visible the geographic (Middle
2022) and temporal uncertainties within the data-
set.

Figure 1: Data model video still. “Slade, London,
Asia: Intersections of Decolonial Modernism,”
Paul Mellon Centre for British Art, London, 2020.

Mobile Subjects’ modeling workflow utilizes
three narrative strata to grapple with the geogra-
phic, temporal, and relational strata of the pro-
ject’s multiple datasets. These strata — framed on
the public-facing website as People, Places, and
Stories — link P5.js’ powerful tools for algorithmic
artistic production with Leaflet.js’ mapping utili-
ties using Mappa.js. This permits the overlaying of
multiple interactive canvas layers containing se-
parate variables to link the associated historical
narratives on both a large and small scale.

ional Artists: Ecole nationalk
des Beaux-Arts, 1900-1910

Figure 2: Data model still, ‘Places’ www.mobile-
subjects.org (Under development)

Figure 3: Data model still, ‘Stories’,” www.mobi-
lesubjects.org (Under development)

In this paper, we will discuss different elements
of our project from 2020 to today. Firstly, we will
focus on the construction of the relational data-
base and the specific elements and practices that
situate our data, with a close examination of our
use of Linked Open Data in an effort to better re-
present the identities of artists and their social
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contexts. Secondly, we will delve into the visual
models we created combining networks with spa-
tio-temporal visualizations. The paper will reflect
on the challenges we have encountered in light
of the situated nature of our data and the onto-
logies, controlled vocabularies, and platforms we
use. Often, ontologies and controlled vocabularies
cannot represent the concepts and ideas we aim
to convey. The Open-Source software and content
management system (Drupal) we use lacks suffi-
cient options to effectively address the challenges
associated with situated data, which is evident in
the complexity of the structure of our database.
Moreover, commonly used data visualization plat-
forms and suites fall short in their ability to envi-
sion global networks, accommodate the porosity
of borders, and represent absences, palimpsests,
and uncertainties with the required nuance. Iden-
tifying feasible alternatives for structuring and vi-
sualizing qualitatively complex situated data in
the arts and humanities remains a pressing need.
The paper will reflect on the solutions we adop-
ted. Namely, we layer critical information associa-
ted with terminologies in our relational database,
carefully analyzing the impact of identity catego-
rizations and exploring methods for scaling con-
nections between artists and their specific trans-
national experiences and trajectories.
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