FE=ERRAL FILE

Curator’s Note + Artwork Description

CURATOR’S NOTE

READ THIS TEXT BEFORE YOU CONTINUE by Pau Waelder

Over the last year, our daily environment has taken the shape of a video game tutorial: everywhere, lines of security
tape delimit the spaces we can go to, or where we can sit. Arrows show the directions to follow in corridors and
entrances, and protocols are put in place to establish what we must do in public spaces. At the same time,
disembodied synthetic female voices emanate from home speakers and smartphones, providing us with information
and instructions. Smart objects remind us to walk more, sit up straight, drink water, meditate, or learn a new
language.

We are increasingly used to following instructions—not only those given to us by the authorities, but also by those
written on signs, and by the constant reminders from apps we’ve signed up for. The pandemic has only increased
our need to be told what to do. While we navigate a changing environment, looking for directions and adapting to
the circumstances, we try to improve, to learn something new, to keep calm, to do more exercise. Meanwhile, the
platforms and apps we use apply the algorithms designed by their developers to cater to our needs, customize our
experiences, and gently influence our behavior.

Instructions follow: As we move into the future, there will continue to be more indications, regulations, and control
placed over us. Some of these will be as obvious as road signs, while others will surreptitiously infiltrate our
everyday activities, online or on the street. The artworks in Instructions Follow explore our relationships with digital
devices and information systems from the perspectives of both humans and machines as a way to reflect on how
our present time is governed by codes, regulations, and defaults.

Inspired by the interactions with voice assistants and artificially intelligent agents, Lauren Lee McCarthy and
Thierry Fournier both create experiences of otherness in which the viewer is confronted with a digital clone of the
artist’s voice (McCarthy) or an automated system that seems to question their humanity (Fournier). These artworks
allude to the fear of being replaced by a machine, or of having to adapt to increasingly inhuman and profit-oriented
technological systems. In turn, these systems are criticized by Joana Moll and Guido Segni, both of whose work
exposes the authoritarian undertones of techno-solutionism (Moll) and the unequal labor conditions of
cloudworkers (Segni).

Conversely, the works of Alba G. Corral, Disnovation.org, and Martin John Callanan all address the forms of creativity
enabled by software, and the open possibilities of algorithmic serendipity. In one instance, a generative visual
composition explores the concept of emergence (Corral), incorporating the program as a co-author of the piece,
while in another work, a bot creates descriptions of artworks using keywords extracted from online news articles
(Disnovation.org). Finally, a log of every action carried out in the image editing program Photoshop over the course
of 15 years is presented as a diary of the artist’s creative process (Callanan).

Instructions and codes have always been a part of our societies. The current gamification of our daily habits is but
another example of how we have always followed explicit or unspoken rules to behave in the company of others.
Alix Desaubliaux and Antoine Schmitt direct our attention to these rules using the language of games, either by
connecting the notion of the “Magic Circle” to physical environments (Desaubliaux], or by developing an interactive
game in which we experience the world as an invisible maze (Schmitt). Desaubliaux’s work also connects with the
occult and the belief that we can shape reality through incantations, just as programming code can shape virtual
worlds. Similarly, Soliméan Lépez, Irma Marco, and Varvara & Mar tackle the connection between digital technologies
and ancient rituals by playfully addressing the supernatural. Images posted on Instagram by the Brazilian beauty
blogger Camila Coelho are transformed into a futuristic altar piece, suggesting her condition as a modern-day
pagan deity (Lopez]. An incongruous dialogue between voice assistants Cortana and Siri is staged in a setting that
is reminiscent of late night TV fortune tellers (Marco), while a crazed golden idol representing our Wi-Fi connection
(Varvara & Mar) reminds us it knows every bit of information we have ever shared, and tells us it wants more. These
are the times we are living in.

Average reading time: 3 minutes, 21 seconds.

Your reading time: 4 minutes, 16 seconds.
Thank you.

ARTWORK DESCRIPTION



Inspired by several texts on the interactions between humans and machines—such as Sherry Turkle’s “The Second
Self” or Luciano Floridi’s “The Onlife Manifesto”—Irma Marco’s work asks a naive but complex question: “Are Smart
Machines Alive?” She initiates a dialogue between the virtual assistants Cortana (Microsoft) and Siri (Apple) by
inserting questions raised by these texts, and by playing with the misunderstandings and failed translations that
occur as the programs aim to process and reply to the data they receive.

Marco stages this exchange using a deliberately cheap and low-fi aesthetic that is reminiscent of late night TV
fortune tellers, and which playfully contradicts the sleek design of the devices and the promised flawless
performance of the software. As the piece runs, the dialogue progressively turns into a cacophony as the synthetic
voices deliver increasingly incoherent sentences, incorrectly interpreted by a speech-to-text software. Text fills the
screen and then turns into an indecipherable string of letters and symbols, which is actually IZZZJ, a coded
language invented by the artist. Marco carries out this experiment in order to underscore the flaws and limitations
of a technology that has made us question what it is to be human.
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