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Thanasis Velios podcast 
 

Interviewer Hello, and welcome to this JISC podcast interview.  In this series we’re speaking to 
people working on projects being funded by JISC’s research data spring project to find 
out more about what they’re developing. In this podcast I’m chatting with Thanasis 
Velios who’s from the University of the Arts London and is working on a project called 
Artivity. Hello Thanasis. 

Thanasis Velios Hello. 

Interviewer First of all, could you introduce yourself to us? 

Thanasis Velios Yes. I work for a research centre called Ligatus and I’m a reader in digital 
documentation in that centre. My background is in archaeological conservation, and in 
archaeological conservation documentation is a very important aspect of the work, so 
we need to meticulously record everything before and after we do anything to an 
object. So documentation is very central to my work. 

Interviewer Thank you. Could you explain what… Your project’s called Artivity, could you tell us 
what it’s going to do? 

Thanasis Velios Yes. Artivity is a project that we are hoping will produce some software to record the 
work that artists do on their desktop computers or their laptops. So basically what the 
software will do is that it will track the actions of an artist as they are producing their 
artwork on their computer and record what we think is important information about the 
development of the artwork, and it will store that, and this information will then be 
available for research. So that’s one aspect of the work. The artists find that idea of 
documenting their work as they are developing it quite difficult sometimes, because 
they don’t want to bother with having to undertake all the documentation of work, so 
this tool will also help artists document their work without them having to do anything 
really, without interfering with their creative process. So the project will record 
contextual data for art practice but focusing on the artwork developed through 
software.  

Interviewer Thank you. Just before we get into the detail of the project, has anybody else been 
working with you on it? 

Thanasis Velios Yes, I’ve been lucky to be working with two guys from Germany, Sebastian Faubel and 
Moritz Eberl, they have formed a little company called Semiodesk and they have 
expertise in the technologies that are necessary to record contextual data on the 
desktop, so they are doing a lot of the development work. I have also been working with 
lots of artists and designers who have been giving their views and their opinion about 
the project, and also supplying with some data, so testing our tools and giving us the 
results of their tests. 
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Interviewer It sounds like, if your background is in archaeological conservation it’s quite a jump to 
be working with artists and designers, how did that come about? 

Thanasis Velios Yes, that’s an interesting question. Conservation is a strange field because it never 
really fits anywhere. In some cases conservation departments are located within science 
pools, in others within archaeology or art history, but in many cases conservation 
schools are within art schools. So my undergraduate degree in conservation was within 
an art school, my PhD was in an arts university, and now I’ve ended up working within 
an art university as a conservator. But because these fields are so close together, I mean 
the conservator is meant to be an artist and a scientist and a historian and sort of 
combine all these fields together. So the jump may seem quite a long one, but it isn’t, 
essentially the processes that we use for documentation in conservation can be applied 
to anything. As researchers require answers to their questions, be it from a conservation 
point of view or an art and art history, the evidence they need are the same, so the idea 
of working within an art context is not that different, because as a conservator you do 
need to document art and art techniques, art processes. 

Interviewer Was it your exposure to an arts environment that made you aware of the problem that 
you’re trying to tackle? 

Thanasis Velios It was mostly my involvement with research in the arts. I’ve been involved in various 
research committees at the university and their discussions about the difference of art 
practice and research in art practice are very interesting, because some people think 
that making art is undertaking research in itself, so why would you need a separate field 
to call it research in the arts? Then that discussion leads to, well if we are actually 
researching in the arts we need to argue about our opinions and our conclusions. So to 
support these arguments you need evidence, and documentation brings this evidence. 

Interviewer Have you had experience of the kind of problem that you’re trying to solve with the 
project? 

Thanasis Velios Well, one discussion in the art colleges that we’ve been having for a long time is 
whether research in the arts is something different to art practice, and so far we think it 
is. So artists have been trying to justify and argue things like the originality of their 
work, the significance of their work or the rigour of their work, and to justify these 
things you need evidence, so what I’m hoping is that Artivity will provide some of that 
evidence to allow artists and art researchers to make these arguments, to prove that 
their work is original or to prove that it is significant.  

Interviewer You’ve said that improving originality is one purpose you can see this serving for the 
artistic community, will people be using this in exhibitions or is this going to be part of 
universities’ long term proof of what they can deliver? 

Thanasis Velios I am hoping that certainly within the academic context that tool will help build up case 
studies and a portfolio of people showing why their work is significant and how it has 
been developed, why it has been developed the way it is and why is that different to 
other work. I think one issue we haven’t discussed is that of exhibitions and the 
appreciation of art by people who do not necessarily have an informed interest, they 
don’t have an informed opinion on the artwork displayed. Sometimes you see artwork 
in a gallery and it’s very difficult to interpret it, to understand what it is about, and you 
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end up reading a little label next to the artwork hoping that that label, whoever wrote it 
will give you a good explanation.  

This is where Artivity perhaps could make a difference in the long term, because 
imagine on top of that label or next to that label you would have another range of data 
and information about the development of the artwork; a lot of artists consider the 
process of making the art as the art itself, and what you see in the gallery is only the 
final glimpse of it. What happens to the rest of it? It’s transparent, we never see it, and if 
there was a way to capture even part of it and communicate this information to the 
audience, then there’s more chance that people will be able to appreciate a seemingly 
abstract and obscure art more easily. 

Interviewer What do you hope will change as a result of the work you’re doing? 

Thanasis Velios Hopefully more and more artists will start recording their contextual data, because it’s 
difficult to do it manually. If the tools to do it automatically are there then we are 
hoping that more data will come out, and this data will answer some research questions 
within an art college context, but maybe in the long term, and if there is enough of this 
data other stories can be told and other arguments can be supported. So I am hoping 
that in the long term there will be more answers given to new questions. 

Interviewer When you’re talking about data in this context, are you talking simply about the process 
of making the art? Or are you also talking about supporting information and other 
sources of project data, I suppose, around that conceptual piece? 

Thanasis Velios Yes, not surprisingly we’ve had a lot of discussions within the project to see what 
exactly we will be recording, and within the computer desktop environment you have a 
web browser, a lot of the research is happening online so a lot of this evidence is 
captured within the browser, so maybe the web history will be an important area that 
we can look into. We have email correspondence and personal communication through 
chatting and online discussions, and we have the interaction of the user with various 
files and folders in their computer. So this is the kind of data that we have been looking 
into – web browsing, communication and interaction with files.  

For example, if you want to create a new digital drawing it is likely that you will start 
from an existing one and modify it, and that’s the point where you need to capture that 
action, that you open a new file and you are changing it. On top of all that of course you 
have the detailed actions that take place within a piece of software, so say if you are 
editing an image and you are using the various tools , your brushes or your stamp tools 
or your masks, all that information of course is captured because that’s the information 
about technique. So this is where we are focusing at the moment, but things like what 
kind of music somebody is listening to when they are working on a file, that could be 
very interesting and important. These are things that we can capture, it’s just they will 
come maybe a little bit later.  

Interviewer Is that partly down to, and you referred earlier about artists perhaps being a little bit 
reluctant to that kind of transparency, is that uncomfortable for the people that you’re 
working with?  

Thanasis Velios Yes, the problem of privacy came up very early, but I was relieved and surprised to see 
that many artists didn’t see that as a problem. First of all, the data is captured but it’s 
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not shared automatically, so it’s captured and it stays in the computer. If the artist 
wants to then they can simply delete the data, so that’s not an issue.  

The other point was that this idea of self-archiving, the fact that somebody else is 
taking the burden of documentation away from the artist. So a lot of artists thought 
that that’s not a problem, it’s actually a solution to another problem. So I don’t think the 
issue of privacy is a big problem, but obviously it is something that we are aware of. But 
like I said , nothing is being shared automatically, everything is being captured within 
the system. Probably people who use online Gmail or something that they keep all their 
email online are sharing a lot more information without them realising than what we 
are actually recording. 

Interviewer It sounds like people are displaying their own art history as it’s being generated, have 
you found that kind of discussion has come up with the people you’re working with? 

Thanasis Velios To be honest with you we haven’t had enough data and enough responses yet to see if 
issues like that will be raised. We had a few artists working with the tools and providing 
some data just to make sure that the tools work correctly, but we are now at the second 
stage of the project, we are now inviting artists to undertake complete projects with 
these tools, and then, you are right, questions like that may come up.  

We have had some experience with artists being recorded using video cameras while 
they were working, and again discussions have taken place, people say that what we 
see on the video is actually a performance of the painting rather than the artist painting 
because the artist was so aware of the camera being there and it was almost like a 
performance in itself.  

I want to think that because our tools are completely transparent they do not interfere 
in any way with the software, it’s just a little piece of software running in the 
background, invisible. I think that this is perhaps a more neutral approach to 
documentation and it will not affect artists as much. 

Interviewer It sounds like you’ve been working mainly with visual artists, do you have plans to work 
with other forms of art? 

Thanasis Velios Yes, visual artists are perhaps the more obvious starting point because the immediate 
reaction to art is a painting, and the tools that exist to process image and edit graphics 
are very well established, but we do have plans to expand the range of applications we 
support to things like sound arts and video editing, 3D modelling; we have had 
discussions about specific packages as well, it’s just it’s quite a bit of work to widen the 
support to so many applications that early in the process, but we certainly consider that 
to be maybe a later addition to the project.  

The platform that we have developed is software agnostic, so it doesn't really care what 
the package providing the data is, so it can be applied to any creative software, it’s just 
sitting down and writing the specific plug-in for each software to be supported. So this 
is something that we will do in the future. 

Interviewer What have you enjoyed most about what you’ve been doing so far? 
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Thanasis Velios The project is an interesting project. I think the surprise was that I have really enjoyed 
working with new people. When I first put together the team it was almost like trying to 
find the person with the right technical expertise or the right profile, the CV to do each 
job, but the collaboration with these people has really flourished and we have come up 
with some interesting ideas during the project, so I think that’s what I have enjoyed 
most.  

Interviewer Is that partly working with people from different disciplines? Or is it just forging new 
purely professional relationships? 

Thanasis Velios I think both, especially the research data spring programme that Jisc has put together is 
very strong in that point in that it brings together lots of researchers from very different 
disciplines, and that does give you a different perspective on your work and allows you 
to consider new possibilities. So yes, I cannot underestimate the value of 
interdisciplinarity, I think it’s very important, it makes projects like this happen, because 
otherwise it would have been extremely difficult for professionals coming from the art 
sector only to address all the technical challenges behind the project. 

Interviewer What are you looking forward to most? It sounds like you’re going to release what 
you’ve done so far and let some artists play with it; is that what you’re looking forward 
to most? 

Thanasis Velios Definitely, yes. I hope within the next two or three months we will have a good number 
of artists working with the tools to undertake complete projects, and then once we have 
the data, the exciting thing will be to sit down, look at the data and see what story the 
data says, if we have collected the right kind of evidence, if we can replicate the 
development of the artwork accurately and how that benefits art historians, critics and 
conservators. 

Interviewer How will you know that your project has been a success? 

Thanasis Velios I think the success will be evident if artists actively run this software to record their 
contextual data, share this data and help art historians answer research questions with 
it. If we get to the point where an artist will consider these tools as an essential part of 
their toolkit, then it’s the point when the project will be a success. 

Interviewer Thank you. You’ve been working on this for a while now, so you’re probably kind of 
under the skin of the project, could you describe it in just three words? 

Thanasis Velios Three words? Yes, that’s another difficult question but three words that would describe 
it would be art, practice, documentation. 

Interviewer If your project were to have an advertising slogan, what do you think that would be? 

Thanasis Velios For that question I think I will have to consult with my enterprise office. I’m not very 
good at coming up with slogans but I guess if you saw that on a shelf of a supermarket 
and you had to print something on the box it would be something like, get your value 
from context, or something like this.  

Interviewer I can see that on bumper stickers.  
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Thanasis Velios Yes. 

Interviewer Finally, if your project was an animal, what do you think it would be? 

Thanasis Velios An animal? I think probably a turtle; I like turtles, and I started the project so I am 
entitled to choose the animal; I think it will b e a turtle.  

Interviewer Thanks to Thanasis from the University of the Arts London for talking to us about 
Artivity, one of the projects being funded by Jisc’s research data springs project. If you’d 
like to find out more about it or any of the other projects taking part, all the information 
is available online. Just go to Jisc’s website and search for research data spring to find 
the project pages.  

[ENDS] 


