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An essay by Daniel Rourke:



BY PLACING A GLASS PRISM in front 
of a shaft of sunlight and observing 
the resultant rainbow Isaac Newton 
was doing nothing new.
Scholars of the Roman era, some millennium and a half earlier, had also 
known that such an intervention would produce such an effect. Newton’s 
original insight came from placing a second prism in the path of the 
rainbow, recombining the array of colours back into a single, white beam. 



His experiment disproved the common belief that the prism produced the 
colours from the sun’s rays; that the purity of light was corrupted by the 
synthetic impurities of the glass.

Newton’s experiment in 1666 signalled a science now known as spectrometry. 
By analysing the pattern and distribution of a spectra — whether of light or 
otherwise — information about the intervening environment can be derived. 
It is important to realise that it may very well have been impossible for 
Newton’s revelations to come any earlier. For although the materials needed 
for his experiment had been around for millennia, the idea that a process 
of trial and error could be used to discern ‘truths’ about the world was a 
revolutionary conjecture. Whereas previously nature was considered to be 
at the constant mercy of God’s will, in the 17th Century it was conceived that 
nature was hidden behind a cypher, and that experimentation consisted 
in making it appear.1 As François Jacob succinctly put it, ‘Any attempt to 
decipher nature and reveal its order requires certainty that the grid will not 
change in the course of the operation.’2 Not even God could adjust the laws 
of such a logical universe. Nature was a book, and human beings were such 
creatures driven to read it.

In Daniel Temkin’s Glitchometry series this tradition of experimentation 
endures. A ritualistic set of processes that consist in making discernible that 
which is hidden. Temkin’s wider practice takes place atop an innumerable 
series of cyphers, the distance between each often determined by 
technologies and technicities ordained by human accident, tradition or 
demand. Shunting the raw data of an image file into a program designed 



to manipulate audio — a process known as sonification — Temkin takes 
advantage of the potent potential of all digital ‘things’ to become something 
else. This mutability — transformations N. Katherine Hayles states ‘would be 
unthinkable if matter and energy, rather than informational patterns, formed 
the primary basis for… systemic exchanges’3 — allows different simulations 
to interfere, interweave and have their boundaries disturbed. Glitchometry 
blurs magic with experiment, alchemy with science, and the simulation 
with the thing itself. By treating the digital as if it were an originary nature 
Daniel Temkin may well be a deranged Isaac Newton and Glitchometry his 
alchemical decree.

Zeroes and ones are themselves abstractions, cyphers designating the 
merest difference between one state and another. Raw digital information 
marks the silicon substrate of the computer as what Marcel Duchamp 
called the ‘infra-thin’, a ‘difference… reduced to the minimum needed to be 
technically perceptible’.4 And from these differences, as abundant as Moore’s 
law will allow, a perverse universe blooms. As Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari once exclaimed:

And when we consider what there is of a profoundly artificial 
nature… we cry out, ‘More perversion! More artifice!’ – to 
a point where the earth becomes so artificial that the 
movement of deterritorialization creates of necessity and by 
itself a new earth…5

As inhabitants of the ‘new earth’ we often encounter the infra-thin in the 



perceptual slip of a visual glitch, or the auditory pop-hiss that sometimes 
results from the compression of audio. Yet by their very definition glitches 
evade us, dissolving away at the instant of their unveiling. Built in to all 
digital architectures are a set of protocols that act like Maxwell‘s Demon, 
categorising information as either pure signal or pure noise. This enforced 
binary, according to Mark Nunes, ‘imposes a kind of violence, one that 
demands a rationalisation of all singularities of expressions within a 
totalising system.’6

Out of this statutory logic — on/off; signal/noise — a digital nature is derived, 
but as glitch practices mischievously show, computation need not necessarily 
be reducible to the one or the other. Glitchometry turns away from the ‘new 
earth’; the milieu of cyphers that constitute our contemporary audio-visual 
cognizance. By foregoing the simulations relied on when Photoshopping an 
image Temkin assumes an almost meditative patience with the will of the 
digital. As with Duchamp’s infra-thin — ‘the warmth of a seat which has just 
been left, reflection from a mirror or glass… velvet trousers, their whistling 
sound, is an infra-thin separation signalled’7 — the one of the image and 
the other of the raw data is treated as a signal of meagre difference. Data 
is carefully bent in a sequence of sonifications that always risk falling back 
into the totalising violence of failure. The results echo the aesthetics of 
glitch, in the jolt of pattern and the departures of colour, but as a practice 
Glitchometry shares more with the conceits of glitch: the desire to dance 
with something uniquely posthuman happening inside the machine, beyond 
even the limits of an infra-thin to capture.



Courting with Glitchometry is itself a paradoxical undertaking. This 
sequence of words, distant from the contrivances they propose, over-
signify the infra-thin, and trap the glitch in a glare that belies its every 
absence. The ritual then becomes one of composing new codes; of the 
juggling of metaphors and paradigms in the hope that at the very moment 
the balls collapse something ‘true’ might flicker into being. To grapple with 
Glitchometry one is invited to consider its failures productive, without 
transcoding them into success. 

Daniel Rourke is writer, researcher, educator and artist. 

He is currently finishing his PhD at Goldsmiths, University of London.
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