
INSIDE THE MACHINE 

Behind every interface, technology is used to let communication come into being. Often, this technology 
is not visible and comprehensible for the user. The same happens when an artist uses technology to create 
an artwork where the audience interacts only with the outcome. Here, the term blackbox can be used as 
a metaphor for technology. The design process could be described as linear [figure 1]. 
Some artists open this blackbox. They show what the technology inside do, they explain the technology 
or modify the technology. We can call these artists structuralists. The technology becomes transparent 
and the design process, the structure, becomes the artwork. A process is a continuum, this means that 
the artwork is not fixed. The design process is not linear but exists as a feedback loop [figure 2].In this 
assay, two structuralistic works will be compared: I am sitting in a room by composer Alvin Lucier and 
Human Simulation by theatermaker Orion Maxted. 

In 1970, Alvin Lucier narrated a text in a room. 
The text was recorded, the tape recording was 
played back in the room, the played-back 
recording was recorded again and so on. The 
recording and playback loop is the system [figure 
3] The effect of the design process was that 
frequencies started to resonate, and at a sudden 
point, the original narrated text was not 
distinguishable anymore. Though there is a 
visual aspect to the artwork, in 1981 an audio- 
only version of 40 minutes was released. The 
artwork is the whole 40 minutes, not the 
outcome after 40 minutes. 

In 2015, Orion Maxted presented Human 
Simulation as a participant of the Bio Art and 
Design awards in the MU in Eindhoven. Five 
actors were sitting in front of the audience. The 
improvisers acted as human processors that 
changed the input, speech and movement, 
according to a set of rules, where the output of 
the previous actor became the input for the 
following actor. This system creates a perpetual 
loop. A low rate of change allows the audience to 
follow the rules as they emerge and shift. [figure 
4] The artwork is the whole performance, not the 
outcome of the performance.  

When comparing the artworks, one big difference could be found. The process of I am sitting in a room 
could be seen as copying the previous copy. When copying a copy, information loss will occur. An example 
is found in our bodies, where within the copying of cells the ends of our DNA will shorten over time, a 
process called ageing. Though both works are seen as generative works, if we focus on the transformation 
of the information, the information in I am sitting in a room is subject to decay, The information in Human 
Simulation is subject to incremental generation. This means that the information is not copied, but 
constantly renewed and updated.  

In both works, time plays an interesting role, as the feedback loop does not have to have a time limit. You 
might imagine that both artworks could have an infinite duration. Both works can be seen as generative 
artworks. This means that the artist created a system or set of rules according to which the artwork 
becomes. In Human Simulation variables are set. The amount (variable a1) of the actors (variable a2), the 
processing rules (variable b) and the location (variable c). Even if these variables change, the artwork 
would still exist. If you project this idea onto I am sitting in a room would it matter who’s voice (variable 
a) is narrating, what text (variable b) is narrated and in which room (variable c) is recorded for I am sitting 
in a room to existing? In structuralism, the role of the artist can change and become submissive to the 
artwork. The artist could shift into a facilitator. The artwork could even become independent and the role 
of the artist could fade. For both artworks it is interesting to think about a situation wherein another 
person, without the artist knowing, facilitates the process, could you say it is still the same artwork?  



 

 

Designer or artist  technology or technique  product or artwork 
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     ↗ technology or technique ↘ 
Designer or artist   input     output     
    ↖ technology or technique ↙  
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         ↗(re)recorded ↘ 
A person (a) narrates a text (b) in a room (c)     input        output 
          ↖ played back ↙  

 

[figure 3] 
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          ↗ Actor 1  output ↘ 
An amount (a1) of actors (a2) process rules*(b) in location (c)   input     input 
          ↖ output  Actor 2 ↙  

 
*The actors figure as a human processor, improvising according to a set of rules.  
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