
https://bit.ly/capalclose

Alexandra Wong

CAPAL 2025 Closing Keynote

The fabric of 
librarianship, literally:
collaborative storytelling 
through craft and data

https://bit.ly/capalclose


Please raise that hand if you consider data…

Right Hand Left Hand

More scary or More fun

Usually boring or Usually interesting

Mostly reductive or Mostly creative

Photo by Simon Hurry on Unsplash

Quick show of hands

https://unsplash.com/@bullterriere?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/a-bear-sitting-on-the-ground-DxC7IwXQkxI?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


Identity

Stories Craft

Data visualization and analytics librarian

Master of information

Data analyst

Undergraduate in math and business

Hello!
I'm Alex!
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Source: https://dataphys.org/list/

Data are not just numbers in Excel… 
Data long predate the digital

https://dataphys.org/list/


—Jansen et.al, 2015

“A data physicalization (or simply 
physicalization) is a physical artifact 
whose geometry or material 
properties encode data.”



Preattentive processing

Attentive processing

Encoding data



Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Tempestry_Project

Encoding data with colour: The Tempestry Project

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Tempestry_Project


Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Tempestry_Project

Encoding data with colour: The Tempestry Project

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Tempestry_Project


Source: https://dataphys.org/list/

https://dataphys.org/list/


Source: India Johnson, https://nightingaledvs.com/the-soul-of-data-data-physicalizations-on-fabric/

For the creator, a data physicalization engages the act of critical making, 
inviting slowness, intentionality, and reflection on data, ethics, and power
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-Catherine D'Ignazio and Lauren F. Klein, Data 

Feminism

“… there is something to be learned 

from the opportunities opened up by 

visceralizing data. Deliberately 

embracing emotions like wonder, 

confusion, humor, and solidarity 

enables a valuable form of data 

maximalism, one that allows for 

multisensory entry points, greater 

accessibility, and a range of learning 

types”
https://vimeo.com/133815147

Data visceralization

https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/11805.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/11805.001.0001
https://vimeo.com/133815147


- Georgia Lupi, on data humanism

“Dense and unconventional data visualizations 

promote slowness — a particularly poignant 

goal to set in our era of ever- shortening 

attention spans. If we can create visuals that 

encourage careful reading and personal 

engagement, people will find more and more 

real value in data and in what it represents.”

https://medium.com/@giorgialupi/data-humanism-the-revolution-will-be-visualized-31486a30dbfb


Source: Marion Lean, Materialising Data Feminism – How Textile Designers Are Using Materials to Explore Data Experience

Connects with information

Physicalized data disseminates 
with greater interaction with the 

context and findings

Enhances experience

Materiality changes practice of 
interacting with data

Experience

As an interactive activity to 
support reflection and interaction 
with data (not polished “truths”)

Captures experience

Gives real form to gathered data

Participating with a 
data physicalization



Source: York University Libraries

Data physicalization in collection displays



Sources: 

https://faculty.washington.edu/dkrosner/corememory/

https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/3173574.3174105

Data physicalization workshops

https://faculty.washington.edu/dkrosner/corememory/
https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/3173574.3174105


Activity introduction
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Source: 

https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc286415/m1/1/

Inspired by the Quilting Bee

Quilting bees were not only sites 

of community – but also 

activism

Literally let’s patch together our 

experiences – something to 

summarize the two days of our 

conference experience with! 

Activity introduction

https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc286415/m1/1/


Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyanotype#/media/File:Anna_Atkins_algae_cyanotype.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/KOKIK2Pi3Rg

A collaborative quilt top using cyanotype

Activity introduction

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyanotype#/media/File:Anna_Atkins_algae_cyanotype.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/KOKIK2Pi3Rg


Using provided materials, we’ll be physically representing various data points (both 

qualitative and quantitative) of our experiences on fabric:

1. Left border: Bar length to represent how many years of academic librarianship 

experience 

2. Right border: Bar length to represent how many years of work experience outside 

of academic librarianship

3. Top border: circular tacks to represent how many new people and new ideas you 

actively engaged with throughout the conference

4. Centre: Representation of your identities and lived experiences – it can be as 

abstract or realistic, simple or busy as you wish

Activity introduction



Please note:

• The activity is meant to give shared experience of creation and reflection 

– it is meant to be lighthearted and you need not feel pressure to be an 

“artist”

• Cyanotype works by everything exposed to UV rays becomes blue and 
everything not exposed because it is covered by paper, object, or marker 

will be white at the end

You will be provided with:

• A 7” x 7” square piece of cyanotype fabric 

• Scissors, glue sticks, and tape to share

• Loose paper to cut

• Plastic sheets to draw on with markers
• Pre-cut silhouettes and shapes you may choose to use

• Circle tacks and gridded strips of paper

Activity introduction



Why data contextualization 
matters
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- Edward Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information

“The purpose of decoration varies – to make the 

graphic appear more scientific and precise, to 

enliven the display, to give the designer an 

opportunity to exercise artistic skills. Regardless 

of its cause, it is all non-data-ink or redundant 

data-ink, and it is often chartjunk. Graphic 

decoration … comes cheaper than hard work 

required to produce intriguing numbers and 

secure evidence.”



Important, related research under a wide variety of names

• Situated knowledge  – Donna Haraway

• Data as capta – Johanna Drucker

• Localized data – Yanni Alexander Loukissas

• Data feminism – Catherine D’Ignazio and Lauren Klein 

• … and many, many more

Why data contextualization matters



FABRICATED LAYERED INTERWOVEN

Why data contextualization matters



Photo by Bozhin Karaivanov on Unsplash

Fabricated

All facets of working 
with data (collection, 
processing, analysis, 
visualization) invite 

human biases

Why data contextualization matters

https://unsplash.com/@bkaraivanov?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/a-woman-is-working-on-a-cross-stitch-project-mIkzxnstMMA?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


Photo by Adrien Olichon on Unsplash

Layered

Data is layered: 
with historical data, 

as steps in the 
process, and within  

our systems 

Why data contextualization matters

https://unsplash.com/@adrienolichon?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/blue-white-and-brown-textile-34TXR3l24Uk?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


Photo by Jean Vella on Unsplash

Interwoven

People, systems 
and power 

structures are 
inherently 

interwoven with 
both creation and 

interactions

Why data contextualization matters

https://unsplash.com/@jean_vella?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/person-waving-kNsAF3gcyeY?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
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Lay out your physicalization in the following way:

1. Top border: Circular tacks to represent how many new 

people and new ideas you actively engaged with 

throughout the conference

2. Left border: Bar length to represent how many years of 

experience you have in academic librarianship

3. Right border: Bar length to represent how many years of 

experience you have in other professional or career-driven 

fields

4. Centre: Representation of your identities and lived 

experiences – it can be as abstract, realistic, or busy as 

you wish

Once satisfied, bring your physicalization to the lights and we 

will expose your cyanotype print!

Use the various provided materials 

to create your own cyanotype 

physicalization! These are the 

materials at your disposal:

• A 7” x 7” square piece of 

cyanotype fabric 

• Scissors, glue sticks, and tape to 

share

• Loose paper to cut 

• Pre-cut silhouettes and shapes 

you may choose to use

• Circle tacks and pre-cut strips of 

paper

Activity instructions



Left border: 

Bar length to represent how many years of 

experience you have in academic librarianship

Cut the provided piece of gridded paper to the proper 

length! We want the width to be 1cm (2 squares) and 

the length to represent your years of experience:

0.5 cm = 0.5 years of experience

1 cm = 1 year of experience

Place your bar approximately 2 cm from the left edge 

of your fabric, using the glue sticks or tape to adhere 

it.

Activity instructions



Right border:

Bar length to represent how many years of work 

experience you have outside of academic 

librarianship

Cut the provided piece of gridded paper to the 

proper length. We want the width to be 1cm (2 

squares) and the length to represent your years 

of experience:

0.5 cm = 0.5 years of experience

1 cm = 1 year of experience

Place your bar approximately 2 cm from the left 

edge of your fabric, using the glue sticks or tape 

to adhere it.

Activity instructions



Top border: 

Circle tacks to represent how many new people and 

new ideas you actively engaged with throughout the 

conference

Count (or roughly count) how many new people and 

new ideas you actively engaged with throughout the 

two days of conference 

1 person = 1 circle

We’ll take turns using the circle tacks closer to 

exposure time, placing the tacks side by side and 

approximately 2 cm from the top edge.

Activity instructions



Artist: Jiaqi Lana Yuan

Centre: Representation of your identities and 

lived experiences – it can be as abstract, 

realistic, or busy as you wish

Use the various provided materials to create 

your own designs!

• Scissors, glue sticks, and tape to share

• Loose paper to cut 

• Pre-cut silhouettes and shapes you may 

choose to use

• Circle tacks and pre-cut strips of paper

Activity instructions



Cyanotype 
fabric gets 
exposed 
under UV 

lights

The longer the 
exposure, the 

deeper the 
blue. Fabric 
will turn grey 
when done.

Cyanotype 
coating is 
rinsed off, 

leaving fabric 
blue and white

Fabric will dry 
and darken as 

it dries

When you are done with your physicalization, please bring it to be 

exposed under our UV lights!

The process after:

Activity instructions



Data storytelling through craft
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“Traditional” data storytelling



Source: Liina Klauss, Moritz Stefaner, Skye Morét, https://perpetual-plastic.net/

https://perpetual-plastic.net/
https://perpetual-plastic.net/
https://perpetual-plastic.net/


Georgia Lupi and Stephanie Posavec, https://www.dear-data.com/theproject

https://www.dear-data.com/theproject
https://www.dear-data.com/theproject
https://www.dear-data.com/theproject


– Georgia Lupi and Stephanie Posavec on Dear Data 
https://www.dear-data.com/theproject

“We prefer to approach data in a slower, more 
analogue way. We’ve always conceived Dear 
Data as a “personal documentary” rather than a 
quantified-self project which is a subtle – but 
important – distinction. Instead of using data just 
to become more efficient, we argue we can use 
data to become more humane and to connect 
with ourselves and others at a deeper level.”



The quantified self



Source: https://www.forbes.com/sites/perryrotella/2012/04/02/is-data-the-new-oil/

Source: Factiva

https://www.forbes.com/sites/perryrotella/2012/04/02/is-data-the-new-oil/
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– Daniela K Rosner, Critical Fabulations, p. 17

“Critical fabulations are ways of storytelling that 
rework how things that we design come into 
being and what they do in the world … Derived 
from the practice of telling fables or stories, the 
term fabulation orients design toward narrative 
potentials. … By making stories and catalyzing 
new embodied ways of knowing, fabulations draw 
attention to the contested nature of knowledge 
productions while caring for their 
repercussions…”





Source: Forkranger, https://www.instagram.com/reel/DIjOJMrqWgq/

Data storytelling with video

https://www.instagram.com/reel/DIjOJMrqWgq/


A shorts data story



But ultimately, I wanted a 

reminder that despite mistakes: 

I can still finish making it and 

feel proud of its completion

As with many projects where we are 

learning – we face the unexpected. 

Here, I had to add 3 more steps to fix 

the unexpected problem of see-through 

fabric

Sometimes the 

progress is slow, 

sometimes a step 

goes quickly

In total, these shorts took me 

almost 12 hours to make.

I rarely keep track of how 

long it takes to make 

something – but this time, I 

thought I would challenge 

myself to do so.

It revealed a story as I went 

on, and I was grateful to 

reflect and document it:

A shorts data story



Activity reflection
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• Have you created a data physicalization before? How would you 

describe the experience of creating this physicalization?

• What did you like or dislike about the process?

• The creation of this collaborative data physicalization is an 

example of the visualization type of small multiples. What stands 

out to you in the process of creation and viewing the small 

multiples together?

Activity reflection



Conclusion
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• Data physicalization is a method to 

engage with data in a more critical, 

meaningful way – both for creators and for 

participants

• Data physicalization can build in play and 

collaboration, resulting in story creation, 

either organically or planned (or both)

• Please consider today as a launchpad

Conclusion
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