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Muting The Stream of Data
On Caline Aoun’s Fields of Space
by Rayya Badran

More than ever before the world is accelerating
towards conditions of surplus and scarcity;
surplus of data, excess waste and at the other
end of the spectrum we are witnessing scarcity in
natural materials, such as water and fossil fuels.
Right now, we find ourselves in the city of Beirut
within that same surplus/scarcity spectrum. As
we face the most catastrophic environmental
situation in history, the world seems to also be
leaking. At the time of writing, the Panama Papers
have already been released in which millions of
documents reveal one of the many underbellies of
our financial system’s exploitative nature. In this
historic reveal, big data maps the topography of
global corruption and fiscal fraud. Not only is the
content of the leak heavy on so many levels but
more precisely on both political and financial levels
but it is also the biggest leak in history, totaling 2.6

terabytes of information. It is somehow difficult to
set aside this momentous event in light of Caline
Aoun’s exhibition entitled Fields of Space, which
delves into the materiality of data: how we are
situated in regards to it and how much of it we
truly understand once it is visualized. Among the
overwhelming flurry of graphs, data visualization
and maps presently shown in both mainstream
and independent media, one cannot but wonder
what lies beneath those images that we still don’t
know. While these visualizations chart the flux of
offshore wealth to the rest of the world, we remain
in the dark as to what other networks exist and
how they translate in physical or spatial terms.
In a text written by the artist around a photographic
series1 that centers on the weight of data
transferred through the Internet, she asked: “How
heavy is information? How much would all the
data sent through the Internet on an average day
1 Payatagool, Chris. «Netscapes: Tracing the Journey of a Single
Bit.» Telepresence Options. Howard S. Lichtman, 24 November
2009. Web. 11 February 2010.

weigh?”. This particular question seems almost
prescient, especially now. The artist produced a
series of images displaying where the material
substance of virtual and intangible things such
as the Internet and social media are housed and if to store internet data equals the weight
of a mountain as per the artist’s research notes,
it would be equally interesting to chart what the
tangible substance of the current leaks would
amount to. But perhaps the real weight here is
the one we all feel when we access its content,
the numbers and documents. Data makes visible
the different networks, cables and charts, but also
the trajectories of offshore illegal wealth. It’s as if
the world’s veins are finally showing through its
anemic body. The rapport between the sudden
visibility of data delivered by the Panama Papers
- as well as the consequences of this visibility
- and its materiality is especially relevant when
we attempt to understand these virtual spaces,
how they form different fields of space as it were,
intermeshed if not completely embedded within
the “real”, physical world. While the work of Caline

Aoun attempts to subdue the loud nature of this
excess, to shed light on our hyper capitalist overconsumptive behaviors, are these fields of space
even in our control anymore?
Notions of spatiality and visualization of data
are evidently important in Caline Aoun’s artistic
practice where data is formulated through
physical spaces. Fields of Space directs our
attention to an excess or surplus yet it seeks to
suppress its loudness. This is especially evident
in the piece Datascape where the artist displays
the data of monthly tonnage being shipped from
and into the Beirut port from 2004 until 2015 in
the form of graphs, delicately lined along the
walls of Marfa’. Aoun qualifies these graphs
as muted landscapes. The characterization of
landscape as being devoid of sound is interesting
as it addresses the data as noise, perhaps even
too much noise. With all the sonorous flux of
ships, water, containers, and data collection, the
remoteness of these graphs attempt to establish
distance and composure. The space of exchange

occupies a tangible image, a clear and definite
articulation of the port’s activities. Right across
from these waves of information stands a wall
filled with self-adhesive paper covered with silver
scratch ink onto which visitors are welcomed to
scratch as they would when buying top-up phone
cards, lottery tickets, or commodity that conceals
a series of numerical probabilities. We are given
data on the one hand with Datascape and we give
data on the other with Becoming through Erasing.
What we are in this paradigm is what we already
are outside those walls, perpetual recipients and
providers. We become the vehicle through which
the flood of data is being formed and shaped
around us. Fields of Space recalls the fields that
exist in data’s invisible spaces, within the pixelated
images of the sea in Streaming Seascape, a video
displaying a live streaming of the sea.
Water translated to data, water becoming data:
a sea of data? What becomes of this jerky image
of the tranquil sea and what does it reveal? What
begins to emerge from the continuous yet staccato

images of the live stream are the very ships that
contain the pallets, the data, the goods being
transported in and out of the port of Beirut. What
we scrutinize in the images are the very things
that transport what we consume every day and
the very things that are brought into being through
Aoun’s surfaces, fields and graphs. It comes full
circle as we contemplate what we never really see:
the physical and virtual trajectories of information.
At once muted and magnified images of the sea
of information that link together the terms of
exchange and commerce.
The semantics of data and physical space
couldn’t be more intertwined here. Data is leaked
and images are streamed, one cannot really halt
the overflow. The realm of the virtual borrows from
the taxonomy of the physical and natural worlds
but it gets harder and harder to dissociate the two.
Caline Aoun - in her attempt to offer portals from
which these spaces can be experienced differently
- muffles the noise that dictates our modes of
engaging the world.
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