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Mike Kavis: 
Well, welcome back to the Architecting the Cloud Podcast. I'm your host Mike Kavis, chief cloud architect over at Deloitte. And today I am joined by Matt 
Davis, recently promoted to staff infrastructure engineer—congratulations—at Blameless. 
 
Matt Davis: 
Thank you. 



 
Mike Kavis: 
So, I'm going to ask you to introduce yourself, give a quick blurb about what Blameless is and what you do at Blameless, and then we're going to get in and 
talk about all kinds of fun topics around reliability, SRE, practicing our work, all that good stuff. But have it. 
 
Matt Davis: 
Okay, great. Yeah, it's really nice to be here. I do the infrastructure at Blameless, so what does that consist of? We do a lot on Kubernetes, so I do a lot of 
Kubernetes cluster infrastructure, and we use Terraform to deploy a lot of that, so I do a lot of that, a lot of the Terraform code wrangling. And then, also, a 
great deal of what I do at Blameless is centered around observability, so—and that's everything that you can imagine under that umbrella: actual tracing 
observability, metrics monitoring and alerting. All of that kind of stuff all falls onto my plate. 
 
And I have an operational background. I actually entered the internet biz through datacenter work. I built datacenters in the '90s and stayed on the 
operations side for a long time, got into databases and big data, worked in ad tech for a little bit and then realized that I had a passion for reliability and 
resilience engineering. And that just led me right into the arms of Blameless. And our product is about that. It's about allowing your company to build 
reliability by taking some of the headaches of doing incident management, and the things that happen around incidents, out of your way so that you can get 
the work done. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
Sounds cool. And tell us what you're classically trained in from your– 
 
Matt Davis: 
I am an opera singer. So, I studied at the University of Maryland School of Music in the opera performance program. I would be known as a bass baritone or 
a dramatic baritone in opera. I haven't sung opera in many, many years, but I'll sing occasionally out here and there. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
So, you have this advantage when things are going bad and you want to scream. You can do it in a very much better tone than the rest of us can, so that 
must come to your advantage at time. 
 
Matt Davis: 
Yeah, yeah. I can project across the room pretty well. If I need to get people's attention, it's pretty easy. 
 
Mike Kavis:  
Pretty easy, cool. So, the reason why I brought that up is because I saw a talk of yours probably right before we couldn't go to conferences, right around 
that time, and you were kind of tying some of the techniques that musicians—and you even went in to talk about sports and other things—how they 
practice, they prepare, and how that's kind of new and emerging in our space. But part of the talk was called, The Practice of Practice, so without me 
screwing up that message anymore, I'll let you first introduce that topic and then talk about how your experience coming from the music world and how 
people practice and improvise and do all those things tie into how we can apply those same concepts into observing systems. 
 
Matt Davis: 
Sure, yeah. The concept is—it's taken from a phrase in a book by a gentleman named Garrett Bailey. He was an English guitar player, no longer with us 
today, but he wrote a seminal book called, Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music. And, in this book, he does a couple of things. He breaks down 
improvisation. He talks a little bit about it, about the practices and the techniques, but he also interviews several improvisers and kind of comes up with 
this—not really a conclusion, but what he talks about as being the subject of the book, which is the practice of practice, meaning not the kind of practice 
that you would go do in a practice room, so not the kind of practice that you would go do out running sprints on the basketball court, or learning how to 
dribble the ball, or learning how to throw well in a football game, or learning a certain dance move in the practice studio. Those are practice as craft, as 
practice, as theory. 
 
When we talk about practice as practice, and practice of practice, we're talking about the game. We're talking about the performance. We're talking about 
incidents. We’re talking about things that happen in real time, and even more so, things that are emerging, things that are surprising, things that take us 
unaware, and in incidents, those surprises that cause the outages that we don't want to happen. So, when I came over from music, where I did a lot of 
improvisation—I studied improvisation in school. I actually specialized a lot in experimental music, and I toured with improvising groups, did a lot of 
extemporaneous musicmaking of my own. 
 
And, so, when I got into the tech field, started doing SRE, I was realizing that my brain seemed to be in the same places when I was in the middle of an 
incident or under pressure as it was when I was doing, like, an improvised music show. And that caught me as funny, and as I've been studying more into 
the human factor side of computing and resilience engineering and cognitive systems, engineering, what I'm realizing is that improvisation—it's not just 
limited to music. It is an essential part of our intuition, and it's that intuition that we lean upon to perform in pressurized situations like doing a gig, playing a 
gig, or being in the middle of an incident. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
So—and I think another thing you talked about is after a gig, whether it's right after or the next day, the band kind of gets together and kind of assesses it. 
And like you say, no two instances are ever the same, so in the name of not trying to solve the same problem every day, how do teams go about after the 
dust clears, what do we do to better the craft? 
 
Matt Davis: 
Well, that's the other interesting part of the practice of practice, is that most jazz bands, a jazz group, or a jazz ensemble—other improvised music groups 
are like this, but jazz is a good example. They don't just get together at the performance. Maybe some groups do, but a large majority of jazz bands practice 
together. And they don't practice playing scales together. They don't practice rudiments together. They practice improvising together and they practice 



playing the songs. So, basically, when they get to the gig and they get to an incident, they're just playing the same they're in the same mode. They're just 
getting together again to play the music.  
 
Mike Kavis: 
Muscle memory, huh? 
 
Matt Davis: 
Yeah, muscle memory is definitely involved. They don't have to think about it. You don't have to think about what scales and chords to play. It comes along 
with the fact that you've been in this team together, you've been in this band together, and you've been practicing these scales and chords together, so that 
when you get into the gig, it really does come as intuition. It comes out of the intuition so that you don't have to sit there and hunt for it when you're trying 
to do something immediate and emerging. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
So— 
 
Matt Davis: 
So, after, I would say—after an incident, after a gig, it's right back into that iteration of being together and practicing. So, in many senses, the gig and the 
incident just become one event in this big complexity of the system that's just moving in time. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
If I tie that back to SRE, and there's lots of implementations of SRE, but the ones that are most common was a team that's kind of static, right? It's not 
changing all the time, so the band gets it after a while. But what I see in a lot of large enterprises, whether it's SRE or just plain old ops, is that the players 
change a lot, right? So, how can we get the band to play better when it's changing all the time? Because that's where I see a lot of our clients. It's like ops is 
this huge group of many different functions and we're working—especially with the emergence of digital, like, whatever that word means—usually it's a 
brand-new customer experience built on an abstraction over 30 years of legacy, right? 
 
Matt Davis: 
Right, yeah. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
So, now the system is huge and there's lots of players. And there may be an SRE team dedicated to the front end of digital, but it's a monstrous organism of 
many, many people. So, when there's an incident that's not obvious, now you're bringing in new band members, right? If you can solve this for me, that 
would be great because that's what my day to day is, is how do we get better when the band's changing? 
 
Matt Davis: 
So, one of the—and this is a big problem, and we've faced it as well. People who've been at the company a long time decide they want a new thing or 
something doesn't work out or—like, we aren't Blameless—we're scaling a lot of our teams, so we're getting brand-new people at a pretty constant rate. 
So, what we do is we've set up a weekly event, and it's called Practice of Practice Gamelan. And a gamelan is a specific type of Indonesian orchestra. It's an 
orchestra of percussion and gongs and cymbals, some woodwinds and flutes and things like that, so it's extremely diverse. And we want this session, which 
happens every week, to be that diverse. So, we invite more than just the operations—at our company it's called Infra-SRE. We invite more than our team to 
it, and oftentimes other teams outnumber the people from our team in the session. And we use that session to communicate and to learn new things and 
to discover expertise. 
 
For example, yesterday we had two new employees in the session, new this week, and we actually—we came up with a game—it's a very fun type of thing. 
It's meant to be learning through play. And we came up with this game that helped us expose expertise and helped us describe some areas of the system so 
that the new people got to hear both a little bit about, “Well, this is what the system looks like,” with all these different perspectives of people who were in 
the room, but, also, they get to learn a little bit about, “Well, who do I go to when I have a problem? Who's the expert in this area? Who can I learn from, 
and who has what we would call adaptive capacity to help me out when I have a problem?” So, if we built in the session to be an iterative, every week, it 
always happens, then we can continuously build that learning. And the people who come into the session bring last session in with them, and it's just like 
that band. We're continuing on in the musical journey. 
 
The gamelan is like that, and that's why we called it gamelan. The gamelan, they come together and practice, but they improvise and they carry the music 
forward so that the next time they get together, the music has actually changed. It's new, just like the systems that we built. They're always changing. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
It tells me you had an influence on that name. 
 
Matt Davis: 
[Laughter] Yeah. Yeah, for sure. I love gamelan music. It's really beautiful, beautiful music. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
So, when you joined your current company, was SRE already in place or is that something that you were there long enough to see it from its roots to where 
you are today? 
 
Matt Davis: 
It was in place but it was a little bit fledgling. We are a growing company. In the last year we secured our Series B, and before that there was a lot of change 
going on. So, there was an effort a couple years ago to really start up this SRE practice at Blameless, and it's been growing ever since. So, now—even now I 
think our SRE team has doubled since last year, and we're getting a lot more areas of expertise on our team, too. So, this time last year, the Infra-SRE team 
was basically me, an infrastructure engineer, and a couple of SREs, two or three SREs. And, so, all of us, we were wearing 10 or 20 hats, you know what I 



mean? We're doing everything. So, in many ways, it was, like, kind of too loose to be SRE, because we were doing all these other things, IT stuff account 
management stuff, stuff that it's not really SRE-ish realm, but we had to do that. But now, since we've grown the team, we're getting specializations into the 
team, and it's helping us focus better around the different areas that we need. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
Yeah, the reason I ask is because a lot of my clients are trying to embrace or adopt SRE, and now knowing the background there you probably have a lot of 
lessons learned. So, that's what I wanted to hit on. What are some of the things if you were to start again, you'd do different? And what are some of those 
things in that SRE journey that you think you guys did really well and you would double down on? 
 
Matt Davis: 
Well, speaking from a little bit of bias because I did start the practice of practice program at Blameless, it has become a very popular thing. The SREs 
especially appreciate it so much because we get so much perspective around the other parts of the system, and we get so much collaboration established 
between people that we may not normally ever talk to unless we had an incident. So, that session in and of itself is absolutely one of the—yeah, we would 
double down on that. 
 
The hard things—it's so difficult to be in an early-stage startup and not have to wear multiple hats. That's one of the really difficult things. Now some 
companies, of course, are not early-stage startups but their entrance into SRE may really feel that way. It may really feel like, “Well, starting an SRE team, 
we only have a couple people.” They're going to have to do all of these they're going to have to look at the data of reliability. They're going to have to look 
at frontend reliability. They're going to have to look at—we have 20 dev teams and all of them need help, and we only have 2 SREs to start. And you're 
going to—you will run into spreading people thin, a danger of really burning people out. And that's hard to combat, especially when you're growing a team. 
High communication is one way to help fix that. Just collaboration and keeping that communication going is really, really important. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
So, going back to the practice of practice, as I hear you discuss this and you have this weekly session, your systems must have some good level of reliability 
to have that time. A lot of clients that I'm working with have a lot more complexity because it's not a startup; it's 30 years of stuff. They have every stack 
known to mankind and, somehow, they're all attached by APIs. Then when something breaks, which happens a lot—there's a lot of firefighting and not a lot 
of time for that process-improvement type stuff. So, I'm sure you—well, I'm not sure, but you probably—because you guys have been doing this for a while, 
your stability's probably better than it was when you started. But when you started this, was it hard to get the time to do that?  
 
Matt Davis: 
I didn't find getting the time difficult. I personally—I built it into my own work goals. It was part of my quarterly goals, actually, to start and establish some 
good reliability practices within our company and within the team. So, to start up a good practice of being able to pay attention to the human side of things, 
the socio-technical side, I really just tried to make it official from the very beginning. It wasn't something that—like, it wasn't—book clubs are one thing that 
I see come and go in companies every so often. It'll be popular, they'll read one book, but then it'll, like, fade off. If you got too busy, like you're describing, 
you just didn't go. 
 
This can only be successful if the organization supports it happening. It really needs to be that way. And I know it sounds difficult, but if you can think about 
it in terms of the outages and the incidents that you take on, that are going to happen—they're inevitable—it's going to be a better time for everyone if 
people have certain types of things prepared ahead of time. Now we can't prepare for accidents. Accidents are going to happen. But we can prepare a lot of 
other things, and, in a sense, we can prepare to adapt. We can get things in such a way that we know who to call upon. We know where that adaptive 
capacity is that we can bring into the incident if we need it. We know how to use the tools. We know that if we get woken up at 3:00 a.m., I know how to 
use the DNS rerouting tool or whatever it is that we're using to be able to pull traffic out of a cluster and not suffer an outage over there, but that only 
works if I know how to use the tool. 
 
These are the kinds of things that we do outside of the pressure of the incident. I know that the fires happen, but these are the reasons, the ones you 
stated—fighting fires all the time. I would also add work is being done in siloes so communication doesn't happen. Things are being thrown over the wall so 
the ops people actually don't know how to work on an incident involving something that a dev team has thrown over. So, those are the kinds of the things 
that we do in the session. So, it's like an investment. It makes sense to carve away that time. 
 
And I would go so far as to also say it's great for remote distributed teams. That's one thing that I didn't really think about so much in the beginning when 
we started these up. I was really focused on these aspects of learning the system. But then as our practice matured, I was realizing that we were learning 
how to use Zoom. We were learning how to get onto Jira together. And people would go, "Wait a minute, how do you do that in Jira?" And, "Oh—oh, wait. 
That's really cool! Can you show me that command line again that you used?" So, we're doing these discovery things but it's not during an incident. It's not 
under production pressure. So, we have the capacity to learn them and absorb them so that they're in our heads so that when we get to that incident, that 
kind of information pops out in our intuition. That's the goal. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
Cool. So, there's one thing you said early in there, was that you kind of made it your goal and objective, and that's a message I try to drive home with 
clients. A lot of times they focus on the tech, but behavior doesn't change unless incentive changes. And too often we'll stand up an SRE team, and you own 
reliability. No, everybody owns reliability! So, any words of wisdom for—and it's really hard, right, especially in large organizations, is how to get alignment 
on who owns reliability. It should be kind of everybody's job, but is there anything you've done to share that responsibility so it's not just an ops thing? 
 
Matt Davis: 
One of the things I think about is ownership. When a team builds something—and this can be in a small team, it can be at a huge corporation, but when 
that team builds something, they're putting themselves into it. And they, that team—they have the best mental model of what's going into that, the ones 
that are designing it and are iterating over it and then test it and then get it ready for production. All of that stuff done within that team makes that team 
the most expert of that service or whatever it is. It almost seems to make perfect sense that that's the team that needs to make sure that their service can 
be made reliable. 
 



Now there are all kinds of things that we can help them do that. SREs can come in and help this team with their observability, for example, help them 
instrument their tracing, so that they can also help the team with how to interpret those metrics and how to interpret that tracing, and what it means, and 
the capabilities that it gives back to the team to be able to develop their product. So, the team that's developing this thing has a vested interest in wanting it 
to be reliable so that they can get that feedback, so they can be able to know, “Oh, that broke. Well, why did that break? Hmm. Well, then let me get into 
that.” And it would the best possible circumstance is if that team is on call for that service and they are the ones that are getting bugged at night or 
whatever. They're going to be incentivized to fix it, not only just to fix it but to make it run into the future, to make it something that's runnable and 
operable. 
 
Maybe that wasn't, like, a specific piece of advice, [laughter] but I mean, that's the kind of—that's the kind of thinking that I've tried to instill in developer 
teams. And I've been through a couple of companies where we've had to do that, where dev teams had never been on call, so they were looking up to the 
SRE teams to help them through that. How do we do on call? They just don't even know how to do it, regardless of whether they could. 
 
So, helping them do that, like—I always like to think of operations we talk about DevOps. We talk about putting the development into operations. Well, it 
goes the other way, too. I like to say OpsDev sometimes, and it's a little bit jokey, right? But the point behind thinking about it as OpsDev is that just as 
much as we need to embrace infrastructure as code and repeatable functions and those kinds of things in operations, developers also need the kind of 
context and the kind of guidance that operations and SRE people get when they're running things in production. Developers don't get that. 
 
They don't get exposed to that, so it—I think it's really part of the job. It's part of the SRE job, part of the operational engineer job to proselytize good 
operational reliability and reach into those dev teams, break down the siloes, break down the walls. They don't need to be there. And reach in and, “Hey, I 
want to help you do this. Hey, have you all thought about doing some instrumentation with tracing in your application? Hey, you know what? We could 
learn a lot more from your application if you logged with structured logs because look at this nice presentation in this dashboard or system of alerts that we 
could help you with if they looked like that.” So, it's a two-way street in my opinion. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
Cool. Yeah, I missed that bus where dev through it over the wall. I also worked either in midsize companies or startups and I sit back and go, "Man, I'd 
probably look a lot younger if I would just throw it over the wall to someone all these years." No, just—I missed that bus. 
 
Matt Davis: 
It's really funny, though, because I have been very lucky in my career at the companies that I've been in where most of them are not siloed. Most of them 
were not "throw it over the wall." I don't know if I just got lucky. Maybe that's true. I don't know. [Laughter] 
 
Mike Kavis: 
You got lucky. 
 
Matt Davis: 
Okay. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
It may have been on purpose, but you got lucky. 
 
Matt Davis: 
That could be true, too. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
Yeah. So, really appreciate the conversation today. Where can we find—like I watched a couple of your talks. I think you've written a little. Where can we 
find all your stuff? And do you have a Twitter handle where we could follow you as well? 
 
Matt Davis: 
Yeah, sure. I have a blog site. It's called Sounding.com and it's where I I'll throw up some of my thoughts about this kind of stuff and music and how 
technology and music relate. You can also see some of my writing over at the Blameless blog. And my Twitter handle is not pronounceable but I'll spell it for 
you. It's @D T A U V D I O D R. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
Which stands for? 
 
Matt Davis: 
So, it is a jumble up of one of my favorite composers. His name is David Tudor, and David Tudor was an interpreter of the music of John Cage, who is my 
favorite composer above all. And David Tudor in many ways was, like, the ops—he was like the SRE of Cage's music. He kind of took what Cage wrote and he 
interpreted it and figured out how to play it. And I always look at myself that way, too, as like the operational interpreter. [Laughter] 
 
Mike Kavis: 
That's pretty cool. Well, that'll do it for today, really enjoyed talking with you. 
 
Matt Davis: 
Likewise. 
 
Mike Kavis: 
Yeah, so we'll have to get you on again some other time. To learn more about Deloitte or read today's show notes, you can head over to 
www.DeloittePodcast.com. You'll find more podcasts by me and my colleague David Linthicum just by searching for Deloitte On Cloud Podcast on iTunes or 

http://www.deloittepodcast.com/


wherever you get your podcasts. I'm your host Mike Kavis. You can find me on Twitter, @MadGreek65, or you can always e-mail me, MKavis@Deloitte.com. 
Thanks for listening. We'll see you next time on Architecting the Cloud.  
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