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From Unix Pipes to the App Store

The Ideas Behind the Software 

On cataloging art with command-line tools, the writings that

shaped a way of thinking, preserving the aura of original works,

and building software that respects both the art and its owners. 



Thompson, Kernighan, and a Way of Thinking

Before there was Art Aura, before there was an iPad or an App Store, there was a philosophy

about how software should work. It came from Bell Labs in New Jersey, and it was

articulated most clearly by two people: Ken Thompson and Brian Kernighan.

Thompson created Unix in 1969 — not as a commercial product, but as a way to get work

done. The operating system was small, elegant, and built on a radical idea: that programs

should be simple tools that do one thing well, and that the power comes from combining

them. A pipe — the vertical bar character | — connects the output of one program to the

input of another. No menus. No configuration dialogs. Just a stream of text flowing from

tool to tool.

Brian Kernighan gave this philosophy its voice. His writing — always clear, always precise,

always humane — turned a technical system into a way of thinking about problems. The

Unix Programming Environment, which he wrote with Rob Pike in 1984, is not just a

manual. It is, quietly, one of the great books about design. Every page demonstrates the

same principle: start with something simple, compose it with something else simple, and the

result is powerful without being complicated.

“Although the Unix system introduces a number of innovative programs

and techniques, no single program or idea makes it work well. Instead,

what makes it effective is the approach to programming, a philosophy of

using the computer. Although that philosophy can’t be written down in a

single sentence, at its heart is the idea that the power of a system comes

more from the relationships among programs than from the programs

themselves.” 

— Brian Kernighan & Rob Pike, The Unix Programming Environment, 1984

Kernighan had a gift that is rarer than technical brilliance: he could explain complex ideas

simply. The C Programming Language, written with Dennis Ritchie, taught a generation of

programmers not just a language but a discipline — economy of expression, clarity of

thought, respect for the reader. His later books — The Practice of Programming, The Go

2



Programming Language, and the memoir UNIX: A History and a Memoir — carry the

same quiet authority. He never wastes a word. He never obscures a concept. He trusts the

reader to understand, and that trust is always rewarded.

Reading Kernighan taught me something that applies far beyond programming: that

simplicity is not the absence of sophistication but its highest form. That a tool should be

transparent to its user. That the data should be readable by human eyes, not trapped inside

a proprietary format. That the best interface is often no interface at all — just text flowing

through a pipe.

These principles shaped everything that followed.

•  •  •

The Diab and The Infowell

The ideas from Bell Labs did not stay in New Jersey. They traveled, and they took root in

unexpected places.

Together with Richard Hamilton, we created the Diab computer — a machine that was as

much a design object as a computing device. It was an attempt to bring the clarity and

elegance of Unix thinking into the physical world: a computer that was honest about what it

was, that did not disguise its purpose behind styling, that treated the user as an intelligent

adult. The Diab now sits in MoMA's design collection in New York, in the Tate Gallery in

London, and at Moderna Museet in Stockholm. It belongs in those collections not because it

was a powerful computer — there were always more powerful computers — but because it

embodied an idea about the relationship between technology and the people who use it.

We also created The Infowell for Documenta in Kassel — one of the world's most important

exhibitions of contemporary art. The Infowell was an information system for the exhibition,

a way of navigating art through technology. It sat at the intersection of art, design, and

computation, which is exactly where the most interesting work happens. Documenta was

not a technology conference. It was an art exhibition. And yet the question it kept asking —

how do we organize and access culture in the age of information? — was fundamentally a

question about software, about data structures, about the philosophy of tools.

3



Looking back, The Infowell and the Diab were early attempts at the same problem Art Aura

addresses today: how do you build technology that serves culture rather than consuming it?

How do you create tools that make the art world more organized without making it less

human?

The answer, then as now, begins with the Unix principle: do one thing well. Don't try to be

everything. Don't trap the user's data. Don't add complexity for its own sake. Build

something that is transparent, reliable, and respectful of the person using it.

•  •  •

The Hamilton Archive

Richard Hamilton was meticulous about his work. Every piece had to be documented,

cataloged, and tracked. Where was it? Who owned it? When was it made? Was there a good

photograph? He cared about these questions with the same intensity he brought to making

the work itself.

At the time, the tools available for this kind of work were not software packages or cloud

platforms. They were the Unix toolbox: ed for editing, grep for searching, awk for

transforming data, lookbib for bibliographic references, nroff and troff for typesetting.

When something more specific was needed, you wrote a small C program and connected it

to the others through pipes. The philosophy was exactly what Kernighan and Pike had

described: each tool does one thing well, and you compose them together.

The inventory itself was a plain text file. One line per artwork. Fields separated by colons —

the standard Unix delimiter. Seven fields, always in the same order:

inventoryNumber : scanStatus : title : year : medium : dimensions : owner

A typical record looked like this:
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37.01/D:scan:Life drawing:1937:Pencil on paper:56.5 x 38.2 cm:The artist

Or this, for a work that had changed hands:

38.02/D/b3::Mr Marcantonio:1938:Conte'+ pencil on paper:37.1 x 27 cm:The Arts 

Council Collection, London

The double colon — :: — simply meant an empty field. No scan existed for that piece. The

format was honest and transparent. You could read it with your eyes. You could search it

with grep. You could transform it with awk. You could pipe it through a small C program to

generate a report. Nothing was hidden. Kernighan would have approved.

The Clever Numbering

The inventory number was the key to everything. Hamilton's system encoded meaning

directly into the identifier. Take 37.01/D: the first two digits are the year — 1937. The two

digits after the dot are the sequence number within that year — the first work cataloged. The

letter after the slash indicates the type: D for drawing, O for oil painting, P for print or

etching. An optional suffix like /b3 indicated a variant — a third state of a print, or a related

study.

So 91.03/P170 told you immediately: 1991, third sequence, print edition 170. You could

sort the entire inventory chronologically by sorting on the number. You could extract all the

oils with grep '/O'. You could find everything from the 1960s with grep '^6'. The data

structure was the interface.

To find all drawings still with the artist:

$ grep '/D' hamilton.txt | grep 'The artist$'

37.01/D:scan:Life drawing:1937:Pencil on paper:56.5 x 38.2 cm:The artist

38.01/D::Seated nude:1938:Pencil on paper:54 x 37 cm:The artist

...
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To count how many oil paintings were in museum collections:

To generate a formatted catalog of all prints from the 1970s, you piped the filtered data

through an awk script that reformatted the fields, then through nroff for typesetting:

Sometimes a small C program was needed — to parse the year ranges (Hamilton often

reworked pieces, so 1949-81 meant a painting begun in 1949 and finished in 1981), or to

cross-reference the inventory with a bibliography via lookbib. These programs were ten,

twenty lines long. They read from standard input, wrote to standard output, and connected

to everything else through pipes.

The entire archive — 791 records spanning Hamilton's output from 1937 to 2004 — lived in

a single text file. It was backed up by copying it. It was versioned by keeping dated copies. It

was searched, filtered, sorted, and formatted using tools that had been written for exactly

this kind of work. No database server. No proprietary format. No licence fees. Just text,

colons, and the Unix pipe.

•  •  •

Walter Benjamin and the Aura

When I studied art history, one text kept coming back: Walter Benjamin's The Work of Art

in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, written in 1935. Benjamin was a German-Jewish

philosopher and cultural critic, writing in exile as Europe darkened around him. The essay

remains one of the most influential texts in modern aesthetics.

$ grep '/O' hamilton.txt | grep -v 'The artist' | wc -l

47

$ grep '^7.*P' hamilton.txt | awk -F: '{printf ".LP\n\\fB%s\\fP\n%s, %s\n%s; %s\n%s\n", $3, $5, $4, $6, $1, $7}' | nroff -ms
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Benjamin introduced the concept of Aura — the unique presence of an original artwork.

That quality you feel standing in front of a painting that no photograph, no print, no digital

copy can replicate. The aura is everything that makes a work singular: its history, its

material existence, the hands that made it, the rooms it has hung in, the eyes that have

looked at it.

“The here and now of the work of art — its unique existence in a

particular place.” 

— Walter Benjamin, 1935

Benjamin argued that mechanical reproduction — photography, lithography, film — was

eroding this aura. When you can make a thousand identical copies, the original loses its

authority. The unique gives way to the mass-produced. The ritual gives way to the

exhibition.

He was writing about the industrial age. But his questions are even more relevant now. In a

world of digital images, AI-generated content, and infinite reproduction, the aura of an

original artwork matters more than ever. Provenance matters. History matters. The physical

object — where it was made, who owned it, where it has been — matters.

That is exactly what an art inventory system preserves. Every time you document an

artwork's provenance, record its exhibition history, photograph it in detail, track its journey

from studio to collector — you are preserving its aura. You are maintaining the thread of

authenticity that connects a physical object to its history, its creator, and its meaning.

A painting without provenance is just paint on canvas. A sculpture without documentation

is just material shaped by unknown hands. It is the record — careful, detailed, maintained

over time — that transforms an object into a work of art with a story.

That is why the app is called Art Aura. It is a nod to Benjamin's insight that the value

of art is not just aesthetic or financial — it is existential. The aura is what makes an artwork

irreplaceable. And the careful work of cataloging, documenting, and preserving that history

is what keeps the aura alive.

•  •  •
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Privacy as a Principle

When you manage an art collection, you handle sensitive information. Client names. Home

addresses. Purchase prices. Financial records. The identities of collectors who prefer to

remain anonymous. The details of transactions that are nobody's business but yours and

your client's.

This is why Art Aura stores everything on your own device. Artworks, client details, financial

records, images — all of it lives on your iPad, iPhone, or Mac. When it syncs between your

devices, it travels through your personal iCloud account. Apple provides data residency

within the European Union for European users. No third-party company stores your client

data. No sub-processors in other jurisdictions touch it.

This is a deliberate architectural choice, not a limitation. It is the same philosophy that

shaped the Hamilton archive: your data is a text file on your machine. You control it. You

back it up. You decide who sees it.

The alternative — entrusting your client data to a cloud platform — comes with

consequences that many galleries do not fully consider. The industry's largest cloud-based

inventory system, Artlogic, runs its infrastructure on Amazon Web Services in Ireland and

the United States, and Google Cloud in Belgium and the United States. Their own privacy

notice states that data may be “transferred to, processed in and/or stored in the UK, US,

EEA or outside the EEA.” Their email campaigns run through SendGrid in the United

States. Their CRM runs through HubSpot in the United States. Payments go through Stripe,

error tracking through Sentry, monitoring through Datadog — all with US infrastructure.

For a European gallery, this creates a specific legal problem. Under the General Data

Protection Regulation, the gallery is the data controller. That means you are legally

responsible for ensuring that every transfer of your clients' personal data to these US-based

sub-processors has a proper legal basis. Since the Schrems II ruling in 2020, EU-to-US data

transfers have been under intense regulatory scrutiny.

This is precisely why Art Aura does not include email marketing campaigns or

a built-in CRM. These features inherently require sending client personal data through

third-party services, which creates exactly the kind of cross-border data flow that makes
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GDPR compliance complex and risky for European galleries. Rather than expose users to

that legal liability, Art Aura keeps your client data where it belongs — on your own device,

under your own control, within your own jurisdiction.

For a European gallery, the simplest way to comply with GDPR is to not send client data to

US servers in the first place. Art Aura makes that the default.

•  •  •

The Nomad Gallery

The art world is changing. Not every gallery has a permanent space on a boulevard in

Chelsea or Mayfair. A new generation of dealers and curators operates differently: a project

space here, a booth at an art fair there, a pop-up in a converted warehouse, a viewing

arranged in a collector's living room. They work from their iPad on a train. They finalize a

sale over coffee. They manage a serious inventory without a serious overhead.

These nomad galleries — independent, mobile, often run by one or two people — need

professional tools. They need to track provenance, generate invoices, manage consignments,

record commissions, and produce reports for their accountants. What they do not need is a

$4,000-per-year platform designed for a gallery with ten staff members and a dedicated IT

budget.

Art Aura was built for this world. It costs $49, once. No subscription. No monthly fee. No

annual renewal. It runs on every Apple device you own — iPad, iPhone, Mac, even Apple

Watch. It works offline, which matters at art fairs with unreliable WiFi, in storage facilities

with no reception, or simply on a flight.

You can be reviewing inventory on your iPad at a fair, check a price on your iPhone during a

conversation with a collector, and run financial reports on your Mac that evening.

Everything syncs seamlessly. Connect your iPad to a projector via HDMI or AirPlay and Art

Aura displays artworks full-screen on the external display while you control the presentation

from your device. Your iPad shows the controls; the client sees the art.
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Invoicing is designed for someone standing in a gallery, not sitting at a desk. Generate a

professional PDF invoice with one tap. Email it directly from the app — it automatically

marks the invoice as sent. Register a payment with a date — it automatically marks it as

paid. Batch-process a stack of invoices at once after a successful fair.

•  •  •

Intelligence in Your Pocket

The next chapter in this story is being written now, and it may be the most significant.

Apple Intelligence — the machine learning framework built into newer iPhones and iPads —

runs entirely on the device. There is no server. There is no API call. There is no data leaving

your pocket. The Neural Engine in Apple's M-series chips processes language models

locally, at speed, with no internet connection required.

For an art inventory application, this changes everything.

When you need to describe thirty new works for a catalog — one of the most tedious tasks in

gallery life — Art Aura's AI Description Generator creates professional catalog descriptions,

exhibition labels, and historical context paragraphs in seconds. You review, edit if needed,

and save. The AI does not replace your expertise; it gives you a starting point that would

otherwise take hours to produce.

When you need to find something in your collection, you do not fill out a filter form with

dropdown menus. You type what you are looking for in plain language: “available paintings

under $10,000,” “works by Ström from the 1960s,” or “large bronze sculptures.” Art Aura

understands what you mean. On AI-capable devices, you can even refine conversationally —

search for “available paintings,” then say “only the expensive ones,” then “sort by price.” The

AI maintains context across turns, just like a conversation with a knowledgeable assistant.

The crucial point is where this processing happens. It happens on the Neural Engine inside

your iPad. Your artwork titles, your client names, your prices, your provenance records —

none of it is transmitted to any server, anywhere, ever. This is not a privacy policy. It is a

physics constraint. The data literally does not leave the device.
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Think about what this means for the art world. A gallery handling confidential client

relationships and high-value transactions can use AI-powered tools with zero data exposure.

A private collector can catalog their collection with AI assistance without any information

about what they own becoming accessible to a third party. An artist can generate

professional descriptions of their work without feeding their creative output into someone

else's training data.

This is the future of professional software: intelligence that runs where the data lives. No

cloud. No subscription to an AI service. No Terms of Service that grant a corporation the

right to use your data for model training. Just a powerful chip in a thin device, doing

sophisticated work in the privacy of your own hands.

Kernighan and Thompson built Unix on the principle that tools should be small,

composable, and transparent. Four decades later, Apple Intelligence embodies a version of

that same principle: the computation should happen close to the data, under the user's

control, without unnecessary intermediaries. The pipe has become wireless. The terminal

has become a touchscreen. But the philosophy — that the user, not the platform, should own

the process — endures.

•  •  •

From Colons to CloudKit

There is a direct line from that colon-separated text file in 1982 to Art Aura in 2026. From

the Diab computer in MoMA's collection to an app on the App Store. From The Infowell at

Documenta to Apple Intelligence on an iPad. The problems are the same: catalog the work,

track the ownership, document the provenance, generate the reports. The principles are the

same: keep the data clean, keep it portable, keep it under your own control.

What has changed is the surface. Instead of grep '/O' hamilton.txt, you type

“available oil paintings” into a search bar and the device understands what you mean.

Instead of piping through awk and nroff, you tap a button and get a professionally typeset

PDF. Instead of copying a file to a floppy disk for backup, you create a complete archive —

artworks, clients, sales, images, and settings — as a single file you can save to iCloud Drive

or email to yourself.
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But the Unix philosophy persists in the architecture. Art Aura is not an all-in-one platform

that tries to be your website, your email client, your CRM, and your inventory system

simultaneously. It does one thing well: it manages your art collection and the business

around it. It does not try to own your online presence. It does not route your client data

through third-party marketing services. It does not lock you into a monthly subscription

that becomes a liability the moment your cash flow dips.

Art Aura can import that original Hamilton archive directly. The Unix colon format — seven

fields separated by colons, one record per line — is a supported import format. The parser

handles the encoding (ISO Latin 1, as you would expect from a 1982 Berkeley system), auto-

fixes the records that have trailing colons or missing fields, and imports 785 of 791 records

automatically. The remaining six are flagged for manual review. The clever numbering is

preserved. The provenance is preserved. The aura is preserved.

Benjamin would probably have had complicated feelings about an iPad app. But I think he

would have understood the impulse: to honour the singular in an age of the infinite. And

Hamilton — who spent his career interrogating the relationship between technology and

culture — would have appreciated that the inventory system he helped inspire began with 

ed and grep, passed through MoMA and Documenta, and arrived, four decades later, on

the App Store.

Kernighan, characteristically, might simply have noted that the pipe still works.

•  •  •

Art Aura is available on the App Store for $49 (one-time purchase).

Free to try with up to 30 artworks. No subscription. Family Sharing included.

© 2026 Art Aura. All rights reserved.

Apple, iPad, iPhone, Mac, Apple Watch, Apple Intelligence, iCloud, and Siri are trademarks of Apple Inc. 
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