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TITLE SLIDE: 

Today I’m going to tell you a little bit about a really incredible designer. Ben 

Fry has done design work in many areas, but for this talk I’ll be focusing on his 

work in genetics .Ben Fry is a designer in the field which he pioneered: 

computational information design, basically, design that deals with data. 

SLIDE 2: 

Speaking of data, did you know that researchers at USC recently tried to put a 

number on humanity’s total storage capacity? They totaled up how much 

information would fit on all the paper and CDs and hard drives in the world 

and they came up with the number 295. 295 exabytes. This presentation is 

about 2400 kilobytes of data. Humanity’s total storage capacity is about 400 

trillion presentations. Still, it’s difficult to think in numbers that big. 

SLIDE 3: 

Though our brains can only handle about 30 pieces of information at once, our 

own genomes have 3 billion base pairs. Not only geneticists but also 

economists, business people, historians have to grapple with huge amounts of 

data on a daily basis.  

SLIDE 4:  

So the question becomes, how can take mass amounts of information and 

present them in a useful and accessible way? One way is with a picture: this is 

a browser for the human genome. It displays the big picture and the fine 

details at the same time: a researcher can look at a single letter in the genetic 

code within context of the entire genome. A change in just one nucleotide, just 

one letter, can have a huge influence on a person’s health, affecting a person’s 

chances of getting cancer or Alzheimer’s disease. Though large datasets like 

the genome are overwhelming, it’s really important for people to be able to 

work with them.  



SLIDE 5: 

That’s the essence of the field of computational information design: taking 

vast amounts of information and using computation to put that information 

into a form that people can understand. It brings together the separate fields 

of information visualization, graphic design, and data mining in one discipline.  

SLIDE 6: 

Ben Fry created this field and has shown people the value and the process that 

goes into computational information design. These are some designs that he 

has done involving genetics, many of which are interactive tools: useful and 

beautiful. 

SLIDE 7: 

Besides creating his own designs, Fry has opened up his field to a wide 

audience by building the open-source programming language processing, 

which is meant to make computation more accessible for visual designers, and 

to introduce programmers to design and data visualization.  

SLIDE 8: 

People have done some really remarkable things using processing. This is an 

illustration of the negotiations that took place at the UN Climate Change 

conference in Copenhagen in 2009, made with Processing. Using Processing, 

Researchers in the humanities designed visual representations of the plots of 

Shakespeare’s plays by collecting the words most frequently used by  

each character. 

SLIDE 9: 

Nowadays much of the work people do looks something like this: people have 

to make leaps from data to conclusions and then somehow communicate 

those conclusions in an understandable way. Ben Fry’s work helps to make 

these leaps. His visualizations of data help people find useful patterns.  His 

works of art and interactive graphics use design aesthetics to help 

communicate conclusions about large amounts of data understandably. 



SLIDE 10: 

Data can be ugly, overwhelming, confusing. But data has patterns. And people 

enjoy finding patterns—it’s how we understand things, putting together 

pieces of information to create a larger meaning. Humans are naturally 

pattern-seekers, and patterns are beautiful to us. Ben Fry’s work as a designer 

is to uncover this beauty. He finds beautiful and useful patterns in data and 

shares them with the world.  

 


