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Interlude

NEW YORK, 2023

Entering the MoMA in New York, Refik Anadol’s installation “Unsupervised” is
unmissable, with its floor-to-ceiling constantly moving canvas immediately to the
right of the entrance. Walking up to the canvas, you are immediately captivated by
the constantly unfolding multidimensional shapes and forms that almost hypnotise
the visitor. Next to the installation is a short description and a dashboard that
describes how the artwork was produced using Al, specifically DCGAN, PGAN,
and StyleGAN algorithms trained on MoMA’s own collection (Anadol, 2023). The
sign also reads “What would a machine mind dream of after ‘seeing’ the vast
collection of The Museum of Modern Art?”, anthropomorphising the model that
produces the very captivating images that move before the visitors’ eyes. Sitting in
front of the installation, it was striking how difficult it was not to be drawn in by
the living art unfolding before your eyes, and visitors would often stay in front of
the artwork for long durations of time. The work was exceedingly captivating, but
did not seem to spark much conversation amongst visitors. Instead, they sat in

silence and awe.

This effect became even more striking when compared to another piece of art
relating to Al, which was exhibited at MoMA at the same time, namely the
“Anatomy of an Al System” by Kate Crawford and Vladan Joler. The artist
describes this artwork as an “anatomical case study of the Amazon Echo as an
artificial intelligence system made of human labour” (Crawford & Joler, 2018). The
piece itself is a large, black rectangle featuring white graphics and text, describing
and visualising the many materials, actors and processes involved in Al
development. Unlike “Unsupervised”, this work is not obviously captivating with
its analogue format and high amounts of text. It was also located less prominently
on the second floor, in a space that left little room to stop for extended periods
without inconveniencing other visitors. However, those who did stop to look at it
would talk among themselves, actively pointing to the piece. This contrast between
the two works piqued my interest, raising questions about the purpose of putting
Al on display and how different modalities created uniquely different encounters
with Al that, at times, seemed to uphold imaginations of the technological sublime
rather than deconstruct them (see Ames, 2018)92.

92 These reflections are also captured and expanded upon in a blog post I wrote following the visit
(Schjett, 2023b)
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These were the questions I was already grappling with at the time, as I was just
beginning to analyse the ethnographic data collected at the Media Museum. Here,
I had also been struck by the highly impactful effect of the facial recognition system
in the museum, but also by how it did not necessarily do much more than create a
spectacular, yet quickly forgettable encounter with AL, On the contrary, I was
intrigued by a series of accidental Al encounters, in which people would engage in
small acts of resistance to avoid being recognised by the system as they left the
exhibits, such as covering their faces with their hands, or encountering data traces
of other visitors in the form of open profiles on the various exhibits. Both
encounters were caused by a “bug” in the facial recognition system, as it was ovetly
efficient at recognising visitors as they tried to leave the exhibits, and thus also
brings this research into conversation with existing work on “algorithmic trouble”
and breakdowns as generative moments of enquiry (Denis & Pontille, 2023;
Meunier et al., 2021).

The two chapters that follow play a slightly different role than the prior ones, as
they themselves are both more interventionist in nature. The first is a short
reflection piece that draws inspiration from the critical work of curation that
informs museum displays, recasting data scientists as curators to intervene in data
scientific practices and their sometimes seemingly “objective” nature. This piece
continues to rely on observations from the BBC, but takes these into the world of
archives and curation, and in doing so also more directly addresses the role of the
BBC as a broadcasting archive as well as broadcaster. Inspired by the observation
of accidental Al encounters, the following chapter on the Media Museum connects
these accidental encounters to archival theories of care and emerging debates on
situated ethics, to propose alternative ways to stage encounters with Al. Both of
these chapters are also highly informed by my ongoing conversations with my
supervisor, Julia Noordegraaf, who opened the door to the world of museums and
to AD’s role in heritage practices, and, conversely, how archival theories and
practices can critically inform Al We also trace some of these discussions in our
co-authored book chapter that brings together Julia’s work on the prior
instantiation of the Media Museum with mine to address the ongoing shift from
preservation to access and beyond (Noordegraaf & Schjott, 2025)%3.

93 The book chapter is not directly included as part of this dissertation, but served as a source of
inspiration and backdrop when writing the chapter on the Media Museum.
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