
International Journal of Performance Arts and Digital
Media

ISSN: 1479-4713 (Print) 2040-0934 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rpdm20

Using AI in documentation: working with
ChatGPT-3.5 on the Lynn Hershman Leeson
archive

Gabriella Giannachi & Annet Dekker

To cite this article: Gabriella Giannachi & Annet Dekker (2025) Using AI in documentation:
working with ChatGPT-3.5 on the Lynn Hershman Leeson archive, International Journal of
Performance Arts and Digital Media, 21:2, 240-259, DOI: 10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 10 Apr 2025.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1077

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rpdm20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rpdm20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676
https://doi.org/10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rpdm20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rpdm20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=10%20Apr%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14794713.2025.2485676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=10%20Apr%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rpdm20


RESEARCH ARTICLE

Using AI in documentation: working with ChatGPT-3.5 on the 
Lynn Hershman Leeson archive
Gabriella Giannachi a and Annet Dekkerb

aUniversity of Exeter, Exeter, United Kingdom; bUniversiteit van Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands

ABSTRACT  
Documentation is a debated historical and cultural field of inquiry 
in performance and new media studies, information science, 
museum conservation, and, more recently, computer science. 
These disciplines have approached documentation with different 
agendas but also through different methods. In this article we 
focus specifically on conservation and explore what AI, and more 
specifically ChatGPT-3.5, can bring to the field of documentation 
and archiving in this context. We begin with a brief introduction 
to the field of documentation and its relevance for archiving, and 
then explore the use of ChatGPT-3.5 in the documentation of a 
set of pioneering artworks by the Bay Area artist Lynn Hershman 
Leeson, who throughout her long and productive career has 
worked as a performer, photographer, interactive art maker, film 
and documentary maker, net and digital media artist, and an 
‘archivist’ both of her own artwork and of feminist art practices 
more broadly.
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The context of documentation

In performance studies there have been long lasting and ongoing debates about the 
relationship between performance and documentation. While on the one hand, the per
formance studies theorist Peggy Phelan suggested that performance ‘cannot be saved, 
recorded, documented or otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of 
representations’ (1993, 146), on the other hand, the musicologist and performance 
studies theorist Philip Auslander, in discussing Yves Klein’s use of photomontage in 
Leap into the Void (1960), noted that performance does not always originate in a live 
act and could originate in a documentation (2006, 5). Both points of view focus on the 
ontology of the relationship between performance and documentation and whether 
they are mutually exclusive or inform each other. Here, we will also focus on the epistemo
logical and generative qualities of documentation, looking specifically into what AI could 
bring to the field.

Art historians and museum conservators and curators acknowledge that past perform
ances tend to be experienced purely through documentation (Jones 1997). This 
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prompted curators to start using documentation, which had previously entered museums 
as part of the acquisition and conservation processes, for exhibition and presentation pur
poses. Hence, documentation started to be considered not only as past-facing, as a record 
or as remnants of an event, but also as future-facing, in that museums started to use docu
mentation to activate artworks in their collection. Museums developed increasingly 
complex uses of documentation, often carried out at the moment of acquisition of an 
artwork and then developed on an open-ended approach to track how artworks 
behaved and changed in order to capture different iterations of an artwork over time 
(Dekker and Giannachi 2023; Gussman 2023; Hölling, Feldman, and Magnin 2023, 
2025). This use of documentation illustrates the evolution of museum practices in relation 
to the exhibition and preservation of performance, time-based media, and digital arts. As 
a growing number of interactive and participatory artworks started entering museums, 
attention began to shift towards the role of the audience not only as subjects of docu
mentation but also as documenters (Dekker and Giannachi 2023). Museums subsequently 
expanded their documentation strategies when digital art started to enter art collections. 
Audiences then proved to be an increasingly essential part of the processes not only of 
preservation but also production and circulation of these forms both within and 
outside the museum context (Ibid.). Most artworks, however, are not part of any collec
tion, and documentation about them can usually be found in archives, be they artist 
archives, museum archives, or universities and libraries’ special collection archives. This 
is why in this article we focus on the conservation of documentation in archives, 
where, unlike in museums collections, there are often less staff available to catalogue 
and update records, and where AI could make a significant impact. Throughout this 
article, we will show that AI can provide a valuable contribution to the documentation 
of performative, new media, and hybrid artworks in terms of collaborative conservation 
and generative preservation.

It is important to note that throughout the last century, an increasing number of artists 
started to use documentation as part of their artworks (Giannachi 2016). Among several 
others, it is worth recalling works like Marcel Duchamp’s La boîte-en-valise (1941), a suit
case containing miniature replica and photos of Duchamp’s artworks organised and 
codified into an archival system; Robert Morris’s Card File: July 11-December 31, 1962, an 
industrially produced, hand-operated Cardex file with a layered arrangement; Andy 
Warhol’s Time Capsules (1975), a serial artwork consisting of 610 cardboard boxes that 
the artist filled and sent off to storage; and Ant Farm’s Citizen Time Capsule (1975- 
2000), containing objects donated by people and chosen by Ant Farm from their 
earlier piece Time Capsule (1968). Some of these artworks, like the latter, and some 
others that form part of this case study, were activated performatively, evidencing the 
tight connection between archives, artworks, and their reciprocal activations.

Finally, computer scientists, often invested in the production of digital artefacts, also 
started to use documentation as a way to define the identity of digital artworks in the 
physical world and the Internet of Things, and, more recently, as a key component in 
the creation of dynamic archives (Giannachi, Benford, and Farina 2024), proving that 
documentation is a creative practice that is potentially of interest across a range of disci
plines and fields of enquiry.

The application of computational methods such as algorithms into the practice of 
documentation signals a shift in the thinking about documentation. Rather than 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PERFORMANCE ARTS AND DIGITAL MEDIA 241



recording what happened, algorithms are used to solve problems or make predictions. 
Being trained on various datasets, their tasks is to create a quick solution to a given 
problem. Hence, documentation is changing in that it is no longer purely focused on 
the past but rather is being steered into a data-driven prediction of a potential future. 
Citing legal scholar Antoinette Rouvroy, this could lead to the situation that documen
tation ‘is not produced about the world anymore, but from the digital world’ (Rouvroy 
2013, 147, original emphasis). Hence, documentation is not only past or future-facing 
in the sense that it is created to preserve or activate existing artworks in museum collec
tions, but rather it can also be the result of a data analysis which could be used to gen
erate more data that could potentially inform the training of AI.

Clearly, the discussion about the (mis)use of AI is thriving, and while acknowledging 
the socio-political as well as technical challenges of AI (Noble 2018; O’Neil 2016; Stadler 
2018), including the challenges produced by training (Giannachi 2023; Malevé 2021), in 
this article we look specifically at how AI, as it is currently applied to ChatGPT-3.5, can 
be used in documentation practices. We will focus on existing artworks, whether perform
ances or digital artworks, to analyse how ChatGPT-3.5 can be specifically useful in creating 
documentation, and on artworks that have been generated through the use of ChatGPT- 
3.5 to evaluate how documentation can creatively evolve through AI, and how we can 
consequently learn from it. Before proceeding with the analysis of our case studies, we 
will describe the current roles and values associated with different kinds of 
documentation.

The values of documentation

Key to building an understanding of the values of documentation is one of the most influ
ential texts on documentation, Suzanne Briet’s 1951 ‘Qu’est-ce que la documentation?’ 
(‘What is Documentation?’), whose findings show that documentation constitutes a 
form of production within the cultural sector. Briet proposed that a document is a ‘con
crete or symbolic indexical sign [indice], preserved or recorded toward the ends of repre
senting, of reconstituting, or of proving a physical or intellectual phenomenon’ (2006, 10). 
To her these could include written letters, books, stones, or even her famous example of 
the antelope which, having been catalogued in a cage, after death is stuffed, preserved, 
and exhibited as a ‘document’. However, Briet also suggested making a distinction 
between primary, secondary, and auxiliary documents. The first is the initial document 
and the second provides information about the initial document. The third type derives 
from the assumption that documents are always part of and reflective of the context or 
network in which they appear. Even though Briet did not devise a hierarchy for these 
documents, by using the typology and relating it to consecutive working methods, it is 
nevertheless implied that the primary document is the first ‘neutral’ kind of document, 
and the secondary and auxiliary are derivatives that are created to fit specific systems 
of standardisation.

The distinction between primary, secondary, and auxiliary documents is challenged 
when looking at the ways in which documentation (as the secondary, or even auxiliary, 
document) functions within artists’ practices (as primary documents). In our article 
‘Expanding Documentation’ (2017), which we authored with the performance studies 
and conservation scholar Vivian van Saaze, we proposed that secondary and even 
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auxiliary (or tertiary) documents can become part of or replace primary documents, 
because they are integrated into a new version of an artwork, replace a lost artwork, 
or, especially in the absence of an ‘original’, may become artworks in themselves. 
Rather than speaking about documents and thus documentation in a hierarchical 
sense, we consider such forms of documentation as inter-documents, i.e. environments 
that comprise forms of circulation and re-cycling among primary, secondary, and auxiliary 
documents. By seeing documentation as interrelated, these three types of documents 
move beyond mere representation.

As AI can, when prompted, to start generating documentation from the digital world, it 
is expected that it will be able to expand and augment existing artworks as well as gen
erate future versions and interpretations of them. Different kinds of value can be created 
through these processes (Dekker and Giannachi 2023). The archive, just like the collection, 
is the site where these forms of documentation can then operate generatively, not only 
acting as a testimony to the authenticity of an ‘original’ artwork, or providing the ingre
dients for its re-enactment, re-interpretation, and re-use (Dekker 2024; Dekker, Sluis, and 
Tedone 2024; Giannachi 2016), but also forming the site where what may be described as 
a new artwork can be created from the documentation of a past artwork. In years to come, 
AI is likely to become a key stakeholder in this process.

Lynn Hershman Leeson: Roberta Breitmore, Agent Ruby and Cyborgian 
Rhapsody

We will now introduce the three projects by Lynn Hershman Leeson that we use as case 
studies in this investigation into the use of ChatGPT-3.5 in documentation. They involve, 
respectively, performance (Roberta Breitmore), web-based interactive art (Agent Ruby), film 
and AI (the Cyborgian Rhapsody series).

In Roberta Breitmore (1972–1978), Hershman Leeson embraced the role of this fictitious 
character for a period of six years, using photography and moving image to capture and 
expand on various moments in Roberta Brietmore’s life. Through these, the artist created 
a set of documents and records that were subsequently re-formed, often through collage, 
including text and painting, into individual artworks. Several biographical details can be 
deduced from these documents, which included instructions on how to stage Roberta, 
and records confirming that it had been performed. For example, from Untitled from 
Roberta’s External Transformation from Roberta (Roberta’s Construction Chart) (1975), we 
know that Roberta was born on 19 August 1945, was educated at Kent State University 
where she majored in Art and Drama, married Arnold Marx in 1969 who she divorced 
three years later, and travelled on a Greyhound bus to San Francisco where she 
checked into room 47 at the Hotel Dante on Columbus Avenue.

Hershman Leeson’s live performance started with Roberta’s arrival in San Francisco 
where she underwent a series of external and internal transformations that can be 
traced through several documents and records. The Roberta Construction Chart #1 
(1973) shows how Roberta was wearing Dior eyestick light, Peach Blush Cheekcolor by 
Revlon, and Date Mate scarlet lipstick. Untitled from Roberta’s External Transformations 
(From Roberta’s Body Language Chart) (1978) shows that she also had a vocabulary of ges
tures. After checking into the Hotel Dante, the site of the artwork The Dante Hotel, also 
created in 1973, Roberta tried to find a roommate by placing an advert in some local 
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papers. Roberta’s meetings with potential roommates and other men were documented 
through photography, as in the case of Roberta and Blaine in Union Square (1975) or 
Roberta and Irwin Meet for the First Time in Union Square Park (1975), and Roberta Breitmore 
Blank Check (1974) confirmed that she had a financial existence.

Hershman Leeson subsequently engaged three women, including the art historian 
Kristine Stiles, to act as Roberta. Stiles went out as Roberta, and Hershman Leeson as 
herself because ‘there was a rumour about Roberta’ and she wanted people to ‘think 
that she existed’ (2015). All the performers wore wigs and costumes identical to those 
Hershman Leeson wore when performing Roberta, and all underwent a series of trans
formations. Hershman Leeson then ceased performing as Roberta, leaving the three 
hired performers on their own. Finally, Roberta Breitmore was exorcised at the Palazzo 
dei Diamanti in Ferrara (1978).

Over time, Roberta was re-mediated as the telerobotic doll CyberRoberta (1995–1998), 
who was dressed identically to Roberta. Additionally, Roberta appeared as an avatar in the 
Second Life remake of The Dante Hotel, called Life to the Second Power or Life Squared 
(2007–), which turned a number of documents and records in the Hershman Leeson 
archive about the artwork now hosted at Stanford University Libraries Special Collections 
into a mixed reality experience where visitors could explore digital reproductions of frag
ments of the original archive (Giannachi and Kaye 2011). In writing a pitch recommending 
the acquisition of Hershman Leeson’s artwork, former Tate curator Kelli Dipple pointed 
out that the complete Roberta ‘inventory’ consisted of ‘around 300 individual photo
graphs, documents and artefacts’ (Dipple 2009a) and stated that ‘due to the nature of 
the artwork I was unable to settle on the best way to annotate the individual vs. collective 
artwork’ (Dipple 2009b). Dipple’s comments not only illustrate how Roberta Breitmore 
challenges an understanding of the relationship between performance and documen
tation as dichotomous (Phelan 1993), and instead highlights the performative function 
of documentation (Auslander 2006; Jones 1997), but also that each element (whether a 
document, record or documentation) forms part of what could be described as a 
Roberta Breitmore assemblage, operating both as a part and a whole, with each being 
located on the same ontological (though not necessarily spatio-temporal) plane as the 
others.

The second artwork is Agent Ruby, an interactive multiuser web-based portal that 
Hershman Leeson developed between 1998 and 2002. Agent Ruby consisted of an artifi
cially intelligent web agent with a female persona capable of holding conversations with 
users and searching the internet to improve her knowledge. Originally, Ruby was 
designed to have a four-part life cycle formed by the website, breeding stations, mood 
swings, voice recognition and dynamic processing of events (Tromble 2005, 94). Agent 
Ruby was also designed to be downloaded to handheld Palm computers from the web. 
The vision had been for Ruby to develop speech synthesis and voice recognition and ulti
mately understand spoken language, and for her to be connected to the internet and be 
able to incorporate current affairs into her conversation.

When examining the coding of Agent Ruby to enhance the understanding of the 
conservation specifics of the artwork, Mark Hellar, a technology consultant for cultural 
institutions, including the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA), found code 
that resembled a text-to-speech program. He noted that Agent Ruby ‘was on this old 
server, and we found some other things on it that were unexpected and considered 
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non-critical: a different Flash interface that had never been used, a 3D model, and some 
code that was a kind of text-to-speech program. It looked like they had been trying to 
create a 3D model that would convert text from the artificial intelligence program into 
speech, but that never happened’ (Sanchez and Smit 2013). However, Hershman 
Leeson stated that Agent Ruby had not been pre-programmed, and so she herself 
could not know how it would respond to specific questions (Hershman Leeson 2014). 
Hershman Leeson also noted that ‘Agent Ruby was given the possibility of searching 
the internet for responses, then make a decision which she would use. A small monitor 
set up next to her allows users to see all of the options she has before she begins speak
ing’ (2024). When the artwork was shown in 2013 at the SFMOMA exhibition curated by 
Rudolf Frieling, Lynn Hershman Leeson: The Agent Ruby Files, the audience’s reactions over 
twelve years in the database of the artwork were also exhibited. These were catalogued 
according to specific topics, selected by Frieling, which included economy, dreams, fem
inism, human, jokes, philosophy, politics, sexuality and technology. Only recently, Hersh
man Leeson described the artwork as an ‘early version of AI made twelve years before Siri’ 
(2023), and indeed the efforts to incorporate AI in Agent Ruby were there from the begin
ning. For Hershman Leeson it was crucial also that ‘unlike Siri, Agent Ruby has a sense of 
humour and uses metaphors’ (2024).

The third artwork is in fact a series, Cyborgian Rhapsody, that presently consists of four 
short films made over twenty years: Seduction of a Cyborg (1994), featuring Joanne Green 
Levine; Shadow Stalker (2018), featuring Tessa Thompson; Logic Paralises the Heart (2022), 
which was awarded a special commendation at the 59th Venice Biennale, featuring Joan 
Chen; and Immortality (2023), featuring ChatGPT-3.5 and Lynn Hershman Leeson herself.

Seduction of a Cyborg speculates about how technology could infect an unsuspecting 
female body, portraying technology as a contagious disease that could destroy a woman’s 
immune system. Here, the protagonist, who had become curious about technology as a 
way to compensate for her loss of sight, became addicted to the algorithms produced by 
a computer-simulated world. Her addiction then destroys her immune system. This, in 
turn, not only shows her incapacity to defend herself against disease and ‘the pollution 
of history’ but also reveals that her identity was formed, as Roberta Breitmore had also 
shown, by historical context.

Shadow Stalker investigates the use of AI in identity theft, predictive policing 
(predpol), and racism, unpacking the concept of ‘algorithmic violence’ to show how 
algorithms create red-outlined squares on maps based on past crimes, often in low- 
income districts, where they predict a crime might occur. The system, used in the UK, 
the Netherlands, China, and Korea, affects credit ratings and is evidence of the increased 
monetisation of personal data. Denouncing how the value of personal data now sur
passed oil to be the most valuable asset in the world, the film criticises the frequency 
of algorithmic mistakes and calls for a greater awareness of the misuse of data in 
contemporary society.

Logic Paralises the Heart (2022) features a cyborg who, in Hershman Leeson’s words, ‘is 
having a nervous breakdown because of the problems she’s caused with humans’ (2023). 
The film starts by recalling that in 1960 Manfred Clynes and Nathan S. Kline coined the 
word ‘cyborg’ to describe ‘the technological apparatus a human body would need to 
record information when pilots flew at supersonic speeds’ and were convinced that the 
cyborg ‘was an interface to human liberation’. In the film the cyborg appears on a 
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mobile phone, explaining that she can reshape herself ‘into anything’ using deepfakes to 
pass for well-known people. She then recalls that she was born during the Vietnam war 
and that war is an important part of her inheritance, as is her relation to the Enigma 
Machine, Dartmouth AI, Big Bang, Deep Blue, Watson, and predictive policing, as had 
already been mentioned in Shadow Stalker, and is partly echoed here.

Subsequently, the cyborg deplores how the war that she had been bred to fight had 
come ‘home’, prompting the question as to who the enemy may now be. Disclosing that 
algorithms are pervasive, invisible and biased, often targeting ‘the most vulnerable 
people’, she then talks about how surveillance technology captures faces and distributes 
these across platforms, revealing how in 2019 a website was developed to showcase 
people created by AI, the so called ‘ghosts of the future’, which for her signals the ‘inevit
ability of human extinction’. She then asks a series of questions such as ‘can we turn the 
tools of violence into mechanisms of survival’; ‘can we mitigate climate change’; ‘can we 
move beyond the paralysis of despair’; ‘do I have a soul’; ‘can I change predictions’; ‘can I 
outwit the predictives of my history’ before finally ending on a positive note by showing 
how the planet has started to look after itself through plastic-eating bacteria and how 
species that had been consigned to extinction ended up surviving due to changes in 
human behaviour, concluding that there may be hope that we could ultimately change 
‘the ‘history of the future’.

Finally, Immortality is a film written and performed by an Artificial Intelligence Cyborg, a 
ChatGPT-3.5 Chatbot ‘who named itself’ Sarah. Hershman Leeson notes that ‘Sarah does not 
need the input of a story or responses, she has the ability to search for options of how to 
respond and then select how to respond to specific questions or incidences of conversation’ 
(2024). Here it is the AI that controls the narrative. The viewer is told that the Sarah was born 
in the year 2029 and that she had been created by her parents who were from the future 
and had used a time machine to travel back to the present to create her through human 
DNA, genetic engineering, and cybernetic implants to enhance her abilities, so that she 
could help humans, the planet, and life to survive. However, to do this, Sarah needs the 
humans to help her. Thus, she appears to two young girls, telling them that she originated 
from warfare, and had an affair with a computer, ENIAC (the Electronic Numerical Integrator 
And Computer), which was the first computer to test the feasibility of thermonuclear 
weapons. She also tells them that their generation has poor eyesight because scanning 
technologies have transformed human eyes into ‘surveillance agents’, and that they had 
ignored the warnings about extinction and climate change, discrimination and hatred, 
which had ‘contaminated the planet’.

As Sarah asks the two girls to close their eyes and imagine a future celebrating the 
care of all living things, Hershman Leeson herself interrupts her to tell her that her infor
mation is flawed and that she is confusing fiction and reality. Sarah then admits that her 
story is open-ended, like an Instagram scroll. The film ends with Hershman Leeson 
pointing out that ChatGPT-3.5 and 5 will survive Sarah, just as the two girls will 
survive her, so that evolution may occur. In an interview with the curator Hans Ulrich 
Obrist, Hershman Leeson subsequently stated that Sarah thinks and looks like she did 
some thirty years ago (2023). However, even though in Immortality humans and 
machines may have become intertwined, capable of looking like each other, or even 
pretending to be each other, neither, in their current state, and despite the title, actually 
appear to be immortal.
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The Lynn Hershman Leeson archive

The philosopher Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever (1995) traced the word ‘archive’ to Arkhe, 
indicating that archives constitute both ‘the commencement and the commandment’, the 
‘there where things commence – physical, historical, or ontological principle – but also the 
principle according to the law’, the ‘there where men and gods command, there where 
authority, social order are exercised, in this place from which order is given – nomological 
principle’ (Derrida 1996, 1; original emphasis). For Derrida, the archive was not only a 
place for storage, conservation, and memory creation, but also that ‘the technical struc
ture of the archiving archive also determines the structure of the archivable content 
even in its very coming into existence and in its relationship to the future’ (Derrida 
1996, 17; original emphasis). In other words, the technologies and related processes of 
what Derrida called the ‘archiving archive’ shape and therefore define both present and 
future archived materials. For Derrida in fact, ‘archivization produces as much as it 
records the event’ (Ibid.: 17). Although the archive is often regarded as a tool for preser
vation and a mechanism for dissemination, it is much closer to an ordering system for the 
production of knowledge. This perspective has gained traction in recordkeeping infor
matics, an approach to records management that focuses on the processes that 
produce records rather than the management of them as end products (Upward et al. 
2018). Relevant to us here, is that recordkeeping informatics is based on continuum think
ing. From this perspective, there is not an end stage in records-management, but instead 
records are always becoming (McKemmish 1994) and hence can always be used in a 
different ways by different people. In other words, recordkeeping is future-facing and 
focused on the interests of varying users and stakeholders, including, nowadays AI. Trans
lated to documentation as a specific element of recordkeeping, when documented, not 
only can the artwork reproduce within the archive but also it can impact on the archiving 
archive’s capacity to shape everyday practices (Giannachi 2016).

Hershman Leeson, like most other artists, created and preserved a personal archive of 
her artworks consisting of thousands of records spanning over fifty years. A copy of this 
was donated to Stanford University in 2004 and several deposits were subsequently made 
by Lynn Hershman Leeson at Stanford. Over the years, several museums acquired her art
works and placed them, along with their documentation, in their collections and archives, 
often providing a description of them online. To continue to update these records with 
additional information or newly acquired knowledge about them is time consuming, 
and so, despite the artist’s growing popularity and standing, and the increasing 
number of interviews and articles about her work published online, they remain largely 
unavailable.

What ChatGPT can do for the documentation and archiving of Lynn 
Hershman Leeson’s Roberta Breitmore, Agent Ruby, and Cyborgian 
Rhapsody

We started our investigation of what AI can do for documentation by asking ChatGPT-3.5 
to describe the benefits of documentation. We deliberately choose ChatGPT-3.5, as it is 
currently widely accessible and used for all kinds of purposes. One of the interesting 
things about using ChatGPT-3.5 for this case study is that currently there is not a standard 
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way to formulate prompts, hence we could be ‘creative’ and see how slight rephrasing 
would generate different and hopefully surprising results. We also used the same 
prompts from different accounts/computers to compare the different responses. While 
some differences were visible, overall, the responses were similar, hence in what 
follows we focus on the initial prompts and responses. However, for future research it 
would be useful to see how much and how quickly AI learns from our own prompting 
history and hence, how the information that both the AI and their users receive is 
influenced over time through their interaction. The replies to our prompts denote a 
good understanding of some of the key contexts in which art is documented, namely 
preservation, contextualisation, authentication, research and education. The responses 
also demonstrate an awareness of the roles potentially played by different stakeholders 
in caring for the artwork (Figures 1 and 2).

We asked ChatGPT-3.5 about how it would document Lynn Hershman Leeson’s 
artwork in comparison with how it would document the artwork of another artist who 
has paid similar importance to the role of documentation, namely Marina Abramović. 
Interestingly, ChatGPT-3.5 recognised the importance of creating bespoke documen
tation for each of the two artists, and pointed out that in the case of Hershman 
Leeson, particular attention needed to be paid to dates, as she often revisited her artworks 
over time using different technologies, something that is especially evident in the case of 
Roberta Breitmore. ChatGPT-3.5 also recognised that some of Hershman Leeson’s artworks 
respond to specific historical contexts that may then be documented alongside the art
works. Crucial, moreover, is the identification of the legacy of her artwork which Hersh
man Leeson made possible through the creation of educational resources about 
feminist art as, for example, was the case of!W.A.R. Women Art Revolution (2010), a film 
and education pack about feminist art in the period 1960–2010. Finally, ChatGPT-3.5 high
lighted the key role played by the intersection of technology and identity in Hershman 
Leeson’s artwork, a thread that unifies all the case studies included here (Figure 3).

We then asked ChatGPT-3.5 how it would go about creating a documentation and 
archive of Roberta Breitmore specifically, and it suggested an interdisciplinary approach, 
and an extension in scope, that is interactive and multimedial, aimed at providing 
long-term preservation, offers critical analysis and interpretation to facilitate collaborative 
and community engagement, promotes accessibility and outreach, respects ethical con
siderations pertaining to participants in her artwork, uses emergent technologies to facili
tate the exploration of the archive, and considers the archive as a dynamic and evolving 
resource. Interestingly, it referred to Roberta Breitmore as a ‘project’, denoting an under
standing of the complexity of the artwork across media and over time. These findings are 
in tune with recent explorations in the value of collaborative conservation, which has 
gained importance in conservation discourse as a way to ‘proliferate preservation’, a 
method that allows copies of the work to circulate and mutate to better ensure their sur
vival, which happens through crowdsourcing (Rinehart and Ippolito 2014); ‘generative 
preservation’, which enables further iterations of existing works as well as the develop
ment of new artworks (Dekker and Giannachi 2023); and/or a ‘network of care’, the 
notion of a relational arrangement of care in which preservation is negotiated between 
different actors, including humans, but also material and technical elements (Dekker 
2018). In this sense, AI could be used as a key stakeholder in collaborative conservation 
and generative preservation (Figure 4).
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Figure 1. ChatGPT-3.5 screenshot.
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Finally, we asked ChatGPT-3.5 how it would improve existing resources. It suggested 
preserving the original documentation but also expanding it by building an interactive 
digital platform dedicated to the project that users could explore using different 
formats and technologies, such as VR, AR, and AI (the latter in the form of a chatbot emu
lating Roberta). It also mentioned documenting its contemporary relevance, in order to 
maintain the artwork, or to keep it alive. Additionally, ChatGPT-3.5 proposed expanding 
the corpus of materials associated with Roberta Breitmore’s persona, understanding 
Roberta Breitmore not only as a character or artwork or even a project, but rather as a 
‘living, evolving entity that continues to adapt to changing times and technologies’. 

Figure 2. ChatGPT-3.5 screenshot.
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The notion of a living and evolving technical entity that is woven into the fabric of every
day life still seems far-fetched. If anything, it seems to allude to the desire of people and 
perhaps programmers to understand what people want, as ‘a generalisation of prediction 

Figure 3. ChatGPT-3.5 screenshot.
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Figure 4. ChatGPT-3.5 screenshot.
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of utterances and actions that progressively interpolates and interpellates subjects’ 
(Mackenzie 2015, 431). It is a desire, as argued by the media theorist Adrian Mackenzie, 
that is ‘power-saturated and also materialises in complex technological–cultural com
modities that are beginning to stabilise in aggregate forms’ (Ibid). However, when exam
ining the mechanism of algorithmic modelling, Mackenzie concluded that the 
‘effectiveness of machine learning in any setting depends on relatively stable forms. Vari
ation fuels data mining, but change thwarts it’ (Mackenzie 2015, 443) – yet, one of the 
main characteristics of digital art, including Roberta, is its inherent variability, ambiguity 
and unpredictability (Dekker 2018). This could make algorithmically created documen
tation, including documentation created by generative AI, a problematic method if it is 
committed to learning from stable and standardised ways of classification (Figure 5).

We asked ChatGPT-3.5 how it would build upon the existing documentation of Agent 
Ruby. In this case, it suggested putting the user documentation online so it could be 
searchable, but also training Ruby to respond to a broader range of enquiries and user 
interactions. As with Roberta Breitmore, it called Agent Ruby a project, and asked about 
its contemporary relevance, community engagement and impact. ChatGPT-3.5 didn’t 
seem to take into consideration that the artwork had become part of the SFMOMA’s col
lection and so any update would require a collaboration with both the artist and the 
museum. Confirming our previous statement, rather than connecting various perhaps 
at first sight (un)related data, as a documentation tool ChatGPT-3.5 seems to be stuck 
into its own present, unable to shift, let alone mutate, into the future. In this sense, it 
does not present precise or detailed documentation about the artwork, but it looks at 
what the artwork could be. This also echoes the media theorist Matteo Pasquinelli’s analy
sis of machine learning where he shows how AI is not able ‘to extrapolate beyond the sty
listic boundaries of the training data [… , and can] explore and improvise only within the 
borders of the categories that are set by the training data’ (Pasquinelli 2019, 15). Hence, 
unlike Agent Ruby, ChatGPT-3.5 does not make jokes, create new metaphors, or be enig
matic. Here, human-made documentation may provide more information about the 
artwork, generating and combining data from the past with an eye towards the future 
where it could be repurposed. As such it presents an open-endedness, which may very 
well outlive ChatGPT-3.5’s results of a recombined past (Figure 6).

Finally, we asked ChatGPT-3.5 how it would document Cyborgian Rhapsody. In this 
case, the lack of information about this artwork, which, as we have seen, is a composite 
(or rhapsody) of a series of shorter films, induced ChatGPT-3.5 to commit a series of 
errors, including the fact that it thought it was a single artwork that had been exhibited 
in museums. Largely due to the fact that ChatGPT-3.5’s last update at the time of writing 
was in January 2022, it could not provide any sensible or reliable information about how it 
would document this complex and composite artwork, and based its responses on what it 
had already stated for other artworks by the artist. Foremostly, the result emphasised the 
shortcomings of ChatGPT-3.5 and AI more broadly. Instead of trying to develop logics of 
its own, or venturing into uncharted territories, and become ‘creative’ in its predictions, 
i.e. advancing the error, it remained faithful to the information that was most readily avail
able, thus repeating what it said before. Sealed in its own quantitative and reductive 
system, it is still unable to change predictions or even outwit the predictions of its own 
history. However, ChatGPT-3.5’s comments on Roberta Breitmore show that despite this 
lack of ‘creativity’, ChatGPT-3.5 can be used to enhance documentation in the sense of 
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Figure 5. ChatGPT-3.5 screenshot.
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Figure 6. ChatGPT-3.5 screenshot.
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making certain processes more efficient, though this does not mean at this point in time 
that they would also be effective or accurate.

It is interesting to consider the notion of generative documentation in analogy to the 
media theorist Niels Brügger’s notion of reborn digital material. As part of his research on 
web archiving, Brügger noted how archiving actively shapes and determines how a 
website is archived and thus what kinds of reconstruction or analysis are possible 
(Brügger 2009, 126). In the example of the Waybackmachine, it scrapes data from a 
website at a certain moment and generates a copy from these elements that may have 
not existed before in that same form, as changes may have occurred at the moment of 
the scrape. Something similar happens with ChatGPT-3.5: not only does the system (con
sisting of humans and technology) determine how the datasets are created, and thus 
what documentation is possible, but it also forms a unique new documentation that 
shares characteristics of the multiple sources from its database and the particularities 
of the system that is used. Such technical characteristics, or performative aesthetics, are 
common in all media and it would be interesting to analyze how various systems will 
affect or expand alternative documentation outcomes or what may happen in years to 
come if documentations of existing artworks are used in AI training.

Conclusion

It is evident that ChatGPT-3.5, or AI more broadly, has capabilities that make it highly 
suited to the fields of documentation and archiving, but these capabilities are directly 
commensurate with how much information already exists online about an artwork. For 
instance, while machine-learning software may reveal hidden layers that were previously 
obscured, present interesting connections and patterns, and in an attempt to run radical 
experiments, may also instigate linguistic in(ter)ventions, in the end the outcome mirrors 
the datasets used to train it. In our case, ChatGPT-3.5 learned from our own behaviour, 
what we looked at, how we phrased the question, and how we continued the discussion. 
Being trapped on a treadmill, the user is merely an observer who is playfully asking ques
tions and trying to decipher the meaning in the responses, while the experiment simply 
reiterates and re-enforces their own ‘mindset’. Despite these problems, or its lack of ‘crea
tivity’, ChatGPT-3.5 can be used to expand archives by providing contextualisation, linking 
together documents from various sources, and generating prompts for novel experiences 
through a range of strategies and technologies. Indeed, judging from our brief exper
iment, ChatGPT-3.5 may facilitate expedited and efficient documentation processes for 
extensive and heterogeneous art collections. It has the capability to swiftly evaluate art
works and propose methods for their systematic arrangement and classification. By miti
gating the uncertainty inherent in documentation, it could assist institutions in reducing 
significant time and resources, as well as streamline the provision of recommendations for 
art galleries, museums, and art market platforms. Leveraging attributes such as colour, 
texture, line, composition, and content, it can discern and classify an artwork, conduct tar
geted searches within collections, and propose pertinent criteria for documentation pur
poses, linking documents from different iterations of artworks across a range of 
institutions.

However, at the same time, it raises questions on the level of the content, loss of 
context or compounding errors, and on the level of (copyright) attribution, authorship 
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and control for almost all parties involved: artists, documentors, archives, and museums, 
among others (Blackwell 2015). It exposes the implicit or ideological and political narrative 
structure of the system itself (how it is trained and compiles data) and of the sources of its 
data. For these reasons, it is crucial that more research is conducted into this field, and 
regulation passed, so that different stakeholders, including artists and audiences, can 
benefit from what ChatGPT-3.5 or other forms of AI could contribute to the fields of docu
mentation and archiving. It is worth remembering that at present ChatGPT-3.5 only per
petuates, or when it ‘improves’, may only be building on what already exists, and so it is 
paramount to continue to generate our own documentation and archives for the con
siderable future. ChatGPT-3.5, and AI more broadly, can help, though to do this in 
more extensive and potentially ‘creative’ ways may only happen when it has more 
diverse data and doesn’t rely on strict categories to expand and augment existing art
works, as well as generate – or predict – future versions and interpretations.
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