
AFVS 161 
Algorithmic Performance  

Fall 2019 

Instructor: Sohin Hwang / sohin@g.harvard.edu 
Teaching Fellow: Wesley Simon / wsimon@g.harvard.edu 

Class: Wednesdays 3:00-6:00 pm, Sackler 111 
Enrollment cap: 10 

Prerequisites: Experience in studio or programming helpful but not required. Interested students must 
attend the first meeting of class during shopping week to speak with teaching staff about course 

enrollment procedure. Both undergraduate and graduate students are welcome. 

OVERVIEW 

What does it mean to live, think, feel and work in an age of performative algorithms? This course explores 
a wide range of performative practices by using the notion of 'algorithmic construction' as an investigative 
method. Through the programming of figures in both time and space and the computing of body and 
environment, students are encouraged to develop experimental practices based on various forms of 
algorithmic thinking, feeling and doing. Strategies from historical and contemporary examples will be 
introduced, with a special focus on the use of lists, instructions, and diagrams. Screenings, workshops, 
guest presentations, field trips, and readings will supplement the development of the projects.  

Each class will be divided into two parts:  the first will be dedicated to examples, discussion, exercises and 
workshops, while the second part will be dedicated to hands-on studio work. The studio time will be used 
to test and iterate your ideas and projects.  

This class is not meant to be an introduction to coding, dance, and/or computer science. For those who are 
interested in learning how to code, consider taking the coding for artist workshop (rsvp required): 
https://to be planned as an extracurricular workshop for larger audience 
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TOPICS will include: 

Performance Art  
Space, Time, Body  
Algorithms  
(In)Efficiency  
Usefulness/Uselessness  
Algorithms in the Everyday  
Errors and Breakdown  
Audience  
Situation  
System  
Scores  
Documentation 

ARTISTS AND AUTHORS we will look at may include: 

Aki Sasamoto     Alexandra Pirici 
Allora & Calzadilla    Arthur Ganson 
Artist Placement Group    Critical Art Ensemble 
Dianne MacIntyre    Dirk Adams 
Forensic Architecture    George Brecht 
Google      Graffiti Research Lab 
Guy Debord     Jaerhim Lee 
Jane Bennett     Joan Jonas 
Johanna Drucker    Jonas Lund 
Joseph Kosuth     Karen Barad 
Laura Kurgan     Luis Jorge Borges 
Marilyn Arsem     Matteo Pasquinelli 
Mika Rottenberg    Min Oh 
Nam June Paik     Royal Meteorological Society 
Survival Research Lab    Theresa Hak Kyung Cha 
Tino Sehgal     Wendy Jacob 

Recommended Event: 
Fall lecture series at XXX program deals with important questions that are relevant to contemporary 
performance art. https://to be recommended based on availability 
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SCHEDULE 

Readings and exercises are subject to change. All readings will be uploaded on class website. 

WK1 Sept 7.   INTRODUCTION  

 An introduction to the question what is algorithmic performance? 
 As part of this first meeting, there will be a short improvisation of 4’33” in the classroom.  

WK2 Sept 14  YOUR FAVORITE PERFORMANCE 
   

Assignment: 
- Read Allan Kaprow’s “Happenings in the New York Scene” and Matteo Pasquinelli’s “Three 
Thousand Years of Algorithmic Rituals” 
- Prepare to describe your favorite performance in a performative way 

Workshop:  
- Performance performance 
- Slowness exercise 

WK3 Sept 22.  SPACE, TIME, BODY 

AssignmentL 
- Skim through “Fluxus Workbook” 
- Watch Joan Jonas’ “Songdelay” (20 mins) at Cinema Studies Library 
- Bring a wheeled object, found or constructed. 

Workshop:  
- Time workshop 
- Darkness exercise 

WK4 Sep 29.  PERFORMANCE 1/3 

Each presenter will prepare a 3-minute performance followed by a 10-minute discussion. 

Workshop:  
- Draw large 
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WK5 Oct 6.   ALGORITHMS 
  

Assignment: 
- Read excerpts from Karen Barad’s “Posthumanist Performativity” and “Nature's Queer 
Performativity” 
- Bring your favorite algorithm to the physical computing session 

Class: 
-We will meet at the Learning Lab for physical computing session.  

WK6 Oct 13.   (IN)EFFICIENCY 

Assignment:  
- Read“Technology of Uselessness” by Critical Art Ensemble and “The Critical Engineering 
Manifesto” by the Critical Engineering Working Group 
- Bring your work  

Class: 
- We will discuss the reading and the pessimal algorithms. 

WK7 Oct 20.   MID-TERM PRESENTATION  

-Aim of mid-term is to translate ideas into action.  
-Take the ideas that you originally brought to class and imagine a space that relates to it. Translate 
this ‘imagined space’ into a real space of performance, either in the classroom or outside. Use 
various devices such as the light, mirror, microphone and the video camera to compose an 
algorithm. With possible relation to the idea of projecting to the space. You can set up a relation 
between camera, space, yourself ,and your colleagues. 
-Make a script/score that develops sequences, developing your subject matter. Also consider the 
relation of text to picture to sound to light to action or movement. It helps to think of movement 
in terms of tasks: make a drawing, walk across the space, move with no pattern, or move in 
repetitive patterns. Think of Painlevé and Songdelay. Imagine yourself in a place. 

WK8 Oct 27.  ERRORS AND BREAKDOWNS 

Assignment:  
- Read “Revealing Errors” chapter in Mark Nunes 
- Bring recorded sounds. Bring devices to make sounds. Bring instruments for something else.  

Workshop:  
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How does sound alter the visual image? Consider remembering a psychological moment of 
breakdown and think of how it can be translated. For example, in Songdelay, Joan Jonas hit a 
mirror over and over with a spoon representing anger but transforming it. Look up definitions of 
allegory/metaphor.  

WK9 Nov 3.      ALGORITHMIC CURATION 

Assignment:  
-Read Aude Launay’s “Algocurating” and look up the examples in it. 

Workshop: 
Building on the form you made in the previous workshop, continue to develop your ideas 
including an element of drawing in relation to your performance.  

WK10 Nov 10.  BLOCKCHAIN AND ART 

 Assignment: 
 -Read “Art/Cryptocurrency” and look up “Proof of Work” exhibition. 

 Workshop: 
 Construct your own scene in site and context, in relation to your project and to your question. 

WK11 Nov 17.  GUEST CRITIC  

Assignment: 
Prepare and bring a scene from your final project.  

Workshop: 
We will discuss how to extend ideas in the final projects. It will be structured as a workshop 
session that helps demonstrate solutions. 

WK12 Nov 24.  PREPARE AND DISCUSS FINAL PERFORMANCES 

WK13 Dec 1.   FINAL PERFORMANCES 

- Final critiques with guests and reflections.  
- Each student will prepare a 10-minute performance followed by a 10-minute critique and 
discussion. 
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- Score and description of your performance is due by Dec 10 Thu. 
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