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PERFORMANCE ARTS AND AI 

 

ACTOR SMACTOR 

 

I consider the actor as a useless element in theatrical action, and, 

moreover, dangerous to the future of theatre.  The actor is the element of 

interpretation that presents the greatest unknowns and the smallest guarantees.  . . 

. . . . I consider that the intervention of the actor in the theatre as an element of 

interpretation is one of the most absurd compromises in the art of theatre.   

 

- Enrico Prampolini. (Kirby, 230) 

 

The above quote sounds as if it came from one of the recent debates over an 

actor’s rightful place in the entertainment industry especially in the face of such recent 

technological progress.  The quote however comes from a theatrical manifesto written in 

1924.  Prampolini, an Italian futurist artist, who ardently believed in the righteousness of 

technology, also wrote (in 1915), that “in the final synthesis, human actors will no longer 

be tolerated” (Kirby, 89).  Prampolini believed that technical features such as objects, 

lights, sounds and even smells could replace the human actor and would evoke a more 

predictable and measurable reaction from an audience.  He believed in achieving the 
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highest efficiency and that “the unknown quality of the actor is what deforms and 

determines the significance of a theatrical production, endangering the efficiency of the 

result” (Kirby, 230). 

Clearly, Prampolini was philosophically ahead of his time and if alive today 

would no doubt be spearheading the move to replace actors with digital counterparts.  But 

how truthful are his assertions?  Will there be a day where real actors will be outdated?  

Will audiences be better moved by animated or automated beings?  Will they be more 

efficient in telling the story, conveying emotions, and changing lives? 

Well, as an actor, I have to ponder this not only as a question of the day, but 

moreso as a question that will have bearing on my actual livelihood.   

 

 

UCLA THEN 

 

When I was accepted to UCLA in 1998 for acting, one of the questions on my 

mind was ‘what exactly is the role of the actor in the up coming millennium.’  I’ve 

always been curious about new modes of entertainment (especially in theater) and I have 

always felt that the theater has been the most resistant to technological change while, all 

other modes of entertainment (film, TV, dance, music, and visual arts) have been much 

more embracing.  So when I got the chance to try theater as a mixed-media presentation, I 

jumped at it.   

In 1999, I helped create a mixed –media production of Ray Bradbury’s 

Fahrenheit 451.  Being part of the theater film, television school (recently ranked #1) my 
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friends and I thought, the school would be highly supportive of our endeavors to bridge 

the schools’ disciplines into a show that we hoped would transcend the differences that 

have kept the schools apart and conversely unify them more.  Surprisingly though the 

schools where highly resistant to the idea of helping us out.  In fact we ended up paying 

for our own space . . . that’s right . . . renting out a theater space at the school we pay to 

go to, as well as doing outreach to companies like Sony to make donations.   

Luckily enough, the companies did.  And we constructed our stage with three 

huge film screens (a la Sony) and the stage playing area was in front of the screens.  Our 

primary performative goal was to have footage, via three different feeds, playing 

throughout the performance adding subconscious and conscious suggestions and subtext 

of the characters.  Additionally we designated a few times during the show where the 

screens interact with the performers, such as TVs who talk and respond to you, characters 

who walk off stage and then appear on screen, characters who appear to catch something 

on screen that was thrown from on stage and so forth.  This interactive nature not only 

challenged and stimulated the audience’s imaginative capabilities, but also was essential 

to the play’s overriding theme of technology interacting, interfacing, and interfering with 

our human lives. 

It was an awesome project to be a part of.  Despite failing to gain support from the 

university, we did gain support from the author, Ray Bradbury, as well as many of a 

peers and faculty who came to see the show that ‘everyone was talking about’.  Most of 

all, the experience taught me how wonderfully technology and the human actor can work 

together.   
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CURRENT CONCEPTS AND ATTEMPTS: THE STORY SO FAR 

  

Although my experience in Fahrenheit 451 did open me up to many possibilities 

of performance through technology, we were unable to incorporate or access forms of 

artificial intelligence.  That of course is the next (and more) exciting step in the evolution 

of performance art.  But since Artificial Life (AL) and Artificial Intelligence (AI) are 

such very broad disciplines and span over such diverse topics as artificial evolution, 

artificial ecosystems, molecular evolution and many many more, it will be helpful to 

specify and define where AL and AI come into play with the performing arts. 

 First of all, both AL and AI “share interest in synthesizing adaptive autonomous 

agents” (Maes, 1).  It is through these autonomous agents that the theater and 

entertainment of tomorrow will be channeling through.  What exactly is an autonomous 

agent?  Pattie Maes defines it as “computational systems that inhabit some complex, 

dynamic environment, sense and act autonomously in this environment, and by doing so 

realize a set of goals or tasks that they are designed for” (1).  Basically, autonomous 

agents designed for entertainment can vary from 2D animated agents that are stimulated 

by a specific environment or a user to “knowbots” that exist and function within a 

computer, to full-sized robots that interact with their environment and user(s) (Maes 2).  

No matter the difference in their phenotype, all these autonomous ‘Media Creatures’ (if 

you will) are designed with some sort of sensor(s), goal(s) and behavior.   

 An early example of autonomous agents used in for entertainment is Reynolds’ 

modeled flock of birds and schools of fish, which he designed as agents who reacted to 

their perceived environment.  The end result was a programmed (rather than scripted) 
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digital animation movie.  The algorithms used in this project were later extended to 

generate the behavior of the bats in the Batman II (Maes, 2).   

A recent example of a “knowbot” is Julia an autonomous agent that “lives in a 

text based Multi-User Simulation Environment” (Maes, 3).  Julia interacts with people 

responding to users as well as relaying messages between users.  She is a social type of 

agent that simulates gossiping, and expresses complex emotions, feelings and attitudes 

toward a user all dependent on their behavior.  An example of her interaction follows: 

 

 Space-Ace says “so why won’t you kiss me, Julia?” 

  Julia says, “Sorry, I’m not into geeks, Space Ace. 

  Space Ace says, “Julia, I’m not a geek” 

  Julia says, “Then lose the pocket protector, Space-Ace.” 

  Space Ace says, “Julia I don’t have a pocket protector.” 

 Julia says, “Congratulations” 

  Space Ace says, “So kiss me, Julia” 

 Julia says, “I’d rather be overhauled by a Yugo mechanic, Space-Ace” 

 Space Ace says, “Julia, kiss me” 

  Julia says, “Why, did you sheep leave you?” 

       (Maes, 3) 

 

An example of an autonomous agent that brings the user into their virtual world is 

the ALIVE project.  This system is installed at MIT media Laboratory in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, and offers an unencumbered, fullbody interface to a virtual world.  “The 

ALIVE user moves around in space of approximately 16 by 16 feet.  A video camera 

captures the user’s image, which is composited into a 3D graphical world after the user’s 

image has been isolated from the background.  The resulting image is projected onto a 



Peterson - 6 - 

large screen which faces the user and act as a type of “magic mirror”” (Maes, 5).  ALIVE 

uses active computer vision to determine body movements and gestures and takes these 

as symbols.  The user can do such things as order a dog around, tickle a hamster, or talk 

to a parrot.  (Maes, 7).   

An example of bringing autonomous agents into our “reality” is the work being 

done by The Improvisational Theater Space.  “The Improvisational Theater Space is an 

interactive stage where human actors can perform accompanied by virtual actors.  Virtual 

actors are modeled as animated “Media Creatures” that are behavior –based autonomous 

software agents.  It uses real time computer vision, speech recognition and speech 

analysis to sense the performer’s actions on stage” (IST, 1).  Improvisational Theater 

Space uses AI and AL programming to further develop their “playground of participatory 

theater, interactive storytelling [and] museum exploration.  (1). The group doesn’t rely on 

script driven work, as much as it relies on the “emergent story” that comes from the live 

actor, the virtual actor and the audience (1).   

 

 

WHAT COULD BE? 

 

The ALIVE system and the Improvisational Theater Space are both really good 

examples of bringing autonomous agents in the performance arena.  But where will it go 

from here?  My prediction is Immersion Theater.  With the recent tread of “reality” TV 

shows, and North America’s voracious appetite for video games, I believe then next tread 

in theater and entertainment will be Immersion Theater; this will be a theater where the 
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spectator is as much a participant as an audience member.  They will participate and 

experience the event and the environment around them, rather than just watch.  Everyone 

enjoys actually living through something, and the theater of tomorrow will try to quench 

that desire.   

Doing so however will require great evolution in the theater profession.  

Technology will have to be incorporated to the highest degree.  The layout required for 

such an event will likely revolutionize the traditional theater space.  

I predict that someday soon, participants will each receive a GPS system and be 

put into groups and will have a mission along with a story to follow.  For instance, if it 

were to take place on the UCLA campus, it could be a retelling of certain historical 

events that occurred, and to continue the story you must go to a certain location and 

accomplish a specific task such as making a sign and going on a strike.  The possibilities 

are truly endless, and the role of AI and AL role in the development of performance is 

essential for its growth (as well as subsequent popularity). 

 

UCLA NOW 

 

Remember when I got zero support from the school in 1999, when my friends and 

I wanted to put on Fahrenheit 451 as a mixed media presentation?  Well, four years later, 

the department is fully supporting The Iliad Project, which also aims to create a mixed 

media presentation.  Jealous and frustrated as I am excited and interested, The Iliad 

Project uses “computer technology to enhance the performances of live actors and blur 

the line between spectator and participant” (Ferrari, 11).   
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One of the creators, Adam Shive, explains, “It’s about expanding the nature of 

performance . . .the performance environment space  . . audience participation and 

interaction . . and creating a new method of performance. . .The audience, will be living 

in the world of the play and the world of reality” (Ferrari, 12)  – sounds a lot like my 

theory of Immersion Theater. Furthermore, they plan to have interactive installations and 

intend to track (and interact with) audience members via hidden computer sensors 

detecting wafer-thin circuits embedded in tickets (Ferrari, 12).   

But will this project be scripted or unscripted like the Improvisational Theater 

Space?  According to co-creator Jared Stein, “Everyone agrees that there will be a script 

– but that script will contain variable, rather than set, dialogue and directions. . . The 

script itself contains formulas.  It’s scripted but it doesn’t appear to be scripted” 

Basically, “it’s not the same play every night, but it is the same story every night” 

(Ferrari, 12).  So, unlike the Improvisational Theater Space, the UCLA troupe will 

attempt to incorporate a flexible script in order to follow.   

Graduating this year and putting the past behind me, I look forward to seeing (and 

participating in) the Iliad Project when it opens in late summer.  Perhaps in some way, I 

can help them and they can help me since we are all striving for the new technological-

supported theater of the future.   

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Moreover, as far as technology actually replacing the actor as Prampolini 

suggested at the beginning of the 20
th
 century, I don’t believe that will ever happen.  
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Autonomous agents will enter and participate with the theater world of today and 

tomorrow, but they will never completely eradicate the human actor.  Prampolini argued 

that non-human actors are more predictable, reliable and come with better guarantees . . . 

this may be, but what is so interesting about that?  It’s the unpredictable actions of 

imperfect humans that fascinate and intrigue us into following a story.  Therefore, 

although I believe technology will present actors’ with new challenges and competition, I 

know that the rainbow of possibilities and opportunities of incorporating technology will 

be brighter.   
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NOTE:  I unfortunately had little success finding performance related resources on the 

SIGGRAPH web page, Millimeter web page, or the UCLA libraries.  Ultimately 

obtaining recent and good information for this project was much harder than I had 

anticipated.  Thank you for the suggestions however, as well as your patience and 

understanding. 


