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Portraits From Clips and Bytes
R. Luke DuBois Mines Data to Reveal Art

Ruth Fremson/The New York Times

When the visual artist and composer R. Luke DuBois was commissioned by the National Portrait Gallery in Washington to
make a portrait of Google’s founders, Sergey Brin and Larry Page, he elegantly co-opted Google’s own technology for the
job.
On one half of his two-screen piece run clips of interviews with Mr. Brin and Mr. Page that are available through YouTube,
which Google owns. Google speech recognition simultaneously searches their phrases so that on the facing screen
viewers see shimmering constellations of words, not quite legible, arise in shifting webs that shatter and reform anew
across the dark field.
“As they’re talking, you see this abstracted visualization of their search engine turned on them,” said Mr. DuBois, 38,
as he searched his own computer for elusive files in his cluttered office at New York University’s engineering school in
Brooklyn. He is a professor there, but displays the wired energy of a student who has pulled an all-nighter. “We attach
cultural value to Sergey and Larry because they’re billionaires. But I really wanted to look at their intellectual contribution
as inventors who wrote a seminal computer science paper on how to create a different kind of search algorithm that
basically enables all of our lives today.”
Mr. DuBois, one of the few artists who can actually understand and put this paper to use, writes his own software and
worked as a programmer for artists including Matthew Ritchie, Laurie Anderson and Maya Lin before beginning to show
his own work at Bitforms gallery in Chelsea in 2006. His Google commission, which will go on view this year at the
National Portrait Gallery in Washington, was the institution’s first from a new-media artist. Mr. DuBois’s work in film, his
text-based works on paper, video and sound objects, and generative computer works all tackle the theme of American
portraiture at a time when the sanctity of personal data is much debated in light of international scandals and when
people find it hard to ever really go offline.
“He is able to use new technologies in a very sensitive way to reflect on how we come to know one another, in large
part through channels of communication that are technologically mediated,” said Anne Collins Goodyear, now a director
of the Bowdoin College Museum of Art, who initiated the commission while a curator at the National Portrait Gallery.
“Luke’s work does a fascinating job of creating portraits of people in the 21st century and capturing the ways in which

we interact with one another.”

R. Luke DuBois’s work “A More Perfect Union” includes a map with the
most common words used in online dating profiles for people in different
parts of Texas.

The Google piece will first go on view Jan. 31 in “R.
Luke DuBois — Now” at the Ringling Museum of Art in
Sarasota, Fla., Mr. DuBois’s first solo museum exhibition.
It is part of “Art of Our Time,” the Ringling’s new
initiative to showcase cross-disciplinary artists, which is
organized by Matthew McLendon, the museum’s curator
of modern and contemporary art.
For a series of maps called “A More Perfect Union”
(2011), included in the Ringling exhibition, Mr. DuBois
took a romantic census of the United States. Pushed by
friends into joining an online dating site after a breakup,
he became obsessed with the words people use to
describe themselves in their profiles. He ultimately joined
21 dating sites as a straight man, gay man, straight
woman and gay woman in every ZIP code in America,
downloaded 19 million profiles, and algorithmically
determined the most common word in each location,
which he inserted in place of the city names on his maps.
New York is “Now,” Seattle is “Heartbreak,” Atlanta
is “God.” Upper Peninsula of Michigan is dotted with

“Masochist,” “Depression,” “Futile,” “Rustic,” “Fairytale.”
“It’s a fascinating example of what portraiture can be in this age of data,” Mr. McLendon said, “how we construct our
own personas no longer through oil painting but through 300-word descriptions of ourselves. As our lives become so
data-driven, as we spend more time in front of our computers creating virtual realities for ourselves — what else is
Facebook? — I think Luke is investigating what this means at this moment in a really profound way.”
For another big data piece titled “Hindsight Is Always 20/20,” commissioned for the 2008 Democratic National
Convention, Mr. DuBois culled the State of the Union addresses of every president for their most frequent words. Then,
playing with the idea of testing the presidents’ visions, he presented the top 66 words used by each one in descending
order of frequency on eye charts, mounted in light boxes. Lincoln’s No. 1 word is “emancipation.” Nixon’s is “truly.”
Washington’s is “gentleman.”
“You could teach the history of American rhetoric with these,” Mr. DuBois said.
He mined data to a different aesthetic effect in his mesmerizing video and sound piece “Pop Icon: Britney” (2010).
Within a gilded old-fashioned frame, images of Britney Spears rapidly flicker in and out of focus like a halo around her
eyes, which stay locked in place. They hold our gaze as her voice, stripped from her music, reverberates a cappella in a
sustained tone. It tweaks the concept of a religious icon in our fame-obsessed culture.
The piece began as a joke with students in Mr. DuBois’s interactive vision class. They were reading papers on
surveillance technology developed to scan video for Osama bin Laden and wanted to test it out. “I thought it was
interesting to use this technology that’s meant to find a terrorist to find a pop star, who’s the most filmed woman in
America,” said Mr. DuBois, who trained his computer to recognize Ms. Spears in any footage and center her eyes in the
frame. “She’s the first pop star to come of age entirely in the world of Photoshop and Auto-Tune. I think it’s heartbreaking
and cool to have a computer-automated portrait of someone whose whole recorded output is computer-automated.”
Mr. DuBois comes to American culture as a bit of an outsider. While he spent his first decade in New Jersey, he lived
most of the next in England, Japan and the Soviet Union, where his father worked as a labor organizer. “I was playing in
a band with a bunch of Iraqi kids in London when the first gulf war broke out,” he said. When he returned to the United
States at 18 to attend Columbia, he said he didn’t recognize his own nation. “I had culture shock,” he said. “Race, class,
gender — all those things are different in other countries.”
He got his first computer when he was 9 and taught himself the programming language Basic. For fun, he wrote
algorithms with his older brother, Doug, an art photographer, to simulate the styles of modern painters on the computer,
including Pollock, Mondrian and Rothko. Mr. DuBois’s interests branched out to playing music as a teenager and working
in the Computer Music Center at Columbia, where he completed a doctorate in music composition in 2003. Composing
pieces of algorithmic music, Mr. DuBois gradually began integrating visual media and blending sound and image. (He has

his own label, Cantaloupe Music.)
Today, Mr. DuBois always aims to use technology to expose something
about a subject that is not normally visible. For a new project
commissioned by the Ringling for his exhibition, he drew on the
museum’s historic ties to the circus. John Ringling, who opened the
museum in 1931, was the youngest of the five Ringling brothers who
ran the circus. Sarasota remains the American capital of the circus.
Mr. DuBois filmed circus performers doing their acts in extreme highdefinition video, which isolates moments of action undetectable with
the naked eye — individual muscles of the aerialist or hand balancers
twitching, the whip of the lasso performer unfurling to the very tip.
Mr. DuBois incorporated multiple vignettes of each performer onto five
large screens that mimic the design of 19th-century Ringling Brothers
posters. When visitors enter the gallery, motion detectors will activate
the frozen performers to resume their slow-motion choreography.
Circus music played by a brass orchestra and stretched by the artist
into a dreamy soundscape will swell. The installation celebrates
the circus as an underrated type of performance art and a distinctly
American brand of showmanship.
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“The sheer beautiful physicality of what they do completely annihilates
any sense of cynicism you could have about the circus,” Mr. DuBois
said. “They’re like movie stars, but better.”

