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Sougwen Chung interviewed by Claudia Schnugg

A reflection on Art, Artificial Intelligence and Robots
in Society

Sougwen Chung is an internationally renowned artist and a pioneer in the
field of human-robot collaboration. In her work she artistically explores and
researches ways to work with machines and the potential of artificial intelli-
gence in creative cooperative processes. Chung has been artist-in-residence at
distinguished organizations like Nokia Bell Labs, is a former research fellow
at MIT’s Media Lab and was selected as the Woman of the Year in Monaco in
2019 for achievement in the Arts & Sciences.

Claudia Schnugg: Hi Sougwen, it is a pleasure to chat with you. First of all,
thanks for being available during this time of pandemic confinement, so-
cial - or better physical - distancing and huge insecurities in the cultural sec-
tor. Much of your work is about collaboration, exchange and interaction and
involves many actors. Can you describe the role of interaction with human
and non-human actors, in person and at a distance? How does the current
situation affect your work?

Sougwen Chung: Hi, Claudia. It’s my pleasure to chat with you - albeit a bit
surreal at the present moment.

So many cultural sectors are navigating uncertainty simultaneously,
forced to re-envision existing conventions while adapting to unprecedented
circumstances. More broadly, it’s been striking to witness these unprecedent-
ed shifts in our conception of normalcy.

There’s undoubtedly been a shift in the conditions of my practice over the
past few months, as many performances and projects have needed to adapt.
As aresult, I've been creating new works while sheltering in place, with a fo-
cus on telepresence and networked robotic agricultural systems.
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Schnugg: In your artwork you collaborate with robots. Could you introduce
your work, the fundamental ideas and processes?

Chung: My work explores the role of A.IL as collaborator, creative catalyst,
and medium for collective authorship.

The practice engages the fields of art and research as components of a
multi-modal process in which human, machine, and environment are im-
plicated in feedback loops that explore different interaction models and con-
cepts. My ongoing project Drawing Operations Unit: Generations 1-4 has
focused on mimicry, memory, swarm intelligence, and biometrics feedback
within the dynamic of collaboration.

Im interested in developing methodologies of co-creation that expand
upon traditional forms of making (drawing, music, poetry) with data science,
physical computing and robotics, and machine learning.

Fig. 1: Sougwen Chung: Drawing Operations Duet (2018)
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Fig. 2: Sougwen Chung: Drawing Operations Unit: Generation 2 (2016)

Schnugg: What is the role of A I in your work?

Chung: The role of Alin my work is centered on the possibilities of co-creation.

For me, co-creation operates as a conditional agent of change. Through
the framing of collaboration with A.L, it offers researchers and artists alike
the opportunity to reflect on the effects and outcomes of human and machine
interaction. I define my robotic collaborators by taking an active role in the
process of creating bespoke A.I. systems and working with personal datasets.
When I do so, my work speculates on collaborative processes that work to-
ward the co-evolution of both human and machine.

Schnugg: Let’s talk a bit more about collaboration. Your work goes beyond
collaborating with machines, as you also work closely with others in residen-
cies and in the realization of your projects. Your projects imply a lot of inter-
disciplinary collaboration and exchange. Can you give us an insight into your
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experiences in collaborating as an artist with organizations, technologists,
engineers and scientists?

Chung: Interdisciplinary exchange is at the heart of my practice. It stems
from a recognition of the fluidity of how we define our work. I have led teams
at Nokia Bell Labs, MIT Media Lab and Pier 9 Autodesk with this in mind:
involving groups of talented individuals who are open and generous with
their abilities and share the belief that practice is porous in nature. I'm excited
by what’s possible when we break down conventional definitions of art vs. sci-
ence, human vs. machine. I suspect that by doing so, we can move towards a
more symbiotic, creative and adaptive future.

A N

Fig. 3: Sougwen Chung: Omnia per Omnia (2018), residency at Nokia Bell Labs.

Schnugg: Your artistic practice is very much focused on the process, which
can also be seen in your focus on human-machine collaboration. Why do you
think the process is so important and which of its aspects are interesting to
you?
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Chung: The process is a way of recognizing uncertainty. For me, the projects
that drive the best research involve questions that may never be answered but
need continual asking.

Engaging with an expansive process, we can uncover opportunities for
critical inquiry. The goal is to create research prompts that expand socio-
technical knowledge, collective understanding data sets and the role of local-
ity in the politics of A.IL

If technology is the answer, what is the question? In contemporary dialogs
about the role of machines and creativity, there is a prevalence of narratives
that overstate the role of the machine. The belief that machines have agency,
are conscious, and hold intention misses the point. Engaging with machines
as catalysts can facilitate alternative ways of thinking, through the demysti-
fication of A.I. In so doing we create opportunities for creative critical dis-
course that enable a multi-threaded tapestry in which situated views and
knowledge come together. Personal, political, and philosophical investigative
processes are paramount in avoiding the trappings of hegemonic approaches
to technological development.

Models trained on personal, environmental, and ecological data are com-
mon, but bringing the simulated outputs into material contexts via robotics
and performance is the bedrock of a contemporary art practice. Critical in-
quiry recognizes the reality of unconscious bias in data sets and their clas-
sification and is part of the catalytic potential of the approach. By recognizing
the potentiality of uncovering bias within the system through foregrounding
its subjectivity, it is possible to design activations that stimulate creative in-
quiry within physical space. By instantiating the system within the material
reality of drawing, instrumentation and performance, we are able to demys-
tify the authority of the simulation and explore fallibilities of both human
and machine.

Schnugg: One last question — your work is especially relevant in the most
recent developments around the globe during this pandemic: understanding
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collaboration through digital technologies in situations of physical distance
between the human actors, but also questions about what A.I. can really con-
tribute nowadays in a crisis. What do you see happening and what do you
recommend?

Chung: In July of 2020, at the time of this conversation, amidst geopoliti-
cal shifts and preparations for the second wave, meaningful predictions seem
premature. I think our desire for predictions about the future stem from a very
human desire for structure and certainty, like finding the eye of the storm.

Predictions aside, we’ve seen the ever-shifting limitations upon public and
private gatherings imposed by social distancing regulations. While neces-
sary, these shifts have contributed to the growing sense of collective uncer-
tainty about the safety of co-located bodies. As a result, it necessitates a rene-
gotiation of what it means to feel, construct, and participate in community,
to gather without gathering.

Physical presence mediated through digital screens has become even more
prominent in daily life. The screen becomes a layered tapestry through which
social, professional, and political rituals were once conducted and informa-
tion about the pandemic on a global scale is received. A forthcoming perfor-
mance work I've been developing in lockdown, called Mutations of Presence,
explores the potentialities of these interconnected awareness meditations on
an interpersonal and interplanetary scale.

It’s being developed as it’s being performed, experienced as it is construct-
ed. The work is still in flux - as it evolves, it shows the process of thinking and
technical development. By allowing the work to evolve with the experience
of lockdown, I want to capture the circumstances in which the performance
is being created.

Like many artists and practitioners across all fields, I've been asking my-
self: What is the role of art in navigating increasing scarcity and systemic
collapse? What do symbiotic ecologies look, feel, and behave like? How can
we create and facilitate communal experiences of care and sanctuary without
physical proximity?
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Fig. 4: Sougwen Chung: Mutations of Presence (2020)

Fig. 5: Sougwen Chung: Mutations of Presence (2020)
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