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ABSTRACT 
In this paper, we discuss how the possible interplay between 
interactive art and HCI (Human-Computer Interaction) may be 
beneficial for the future developments for both of them, 
deepening our understanding of them, expanding their 
vocabularies and boundaries, and broadening their practices. We 
show how art and HCI can be combined by means of an art 
project we have been involved in.   

Categories and Subject Descriptors 
J5.m. Information interfaces and presentation (e.g., HCI): 
Miscellaneous.  

General Terms 
Performance, Design, Experimentation. 

Keywords 
Art theory and practice; interactivity; interplay between them. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
This paper investigates the possibility to correlate interactive art 
and HCI, both in their theory and practice. Interaction (i.e., 
interactivity) seems to be the connecting link between those two 
terms. 

The paper, whose title has been adapted from an inspiring keynote 
given by Èrnest Edmonds in 2010 [3], is an attempt at rethinking 
his ideas and seeing them applied at one specific art project, 
which will be presented in Section 3.   

According to Edmonds, correlating interactive art and HCI is a 
necessity that can be expressed in terms of (see in [3] for more 
details): 

 The experience by the viewer (or user, participant, or 
audience, depending on the system they are interacting 
with). Such an experience may be expressed, for 

instance, as creation, exploration, or discovery. 

 The modality of their participation (or engagement) 
with the interactive system. 

 The form such an involvement may take. Edmonds [3] 
calls them phases and indicates, among others, e.g., 
adaptation, learning, and anticipation.  

 The way such an experience may be evaluated (and 
eventually measured). Such an evaluation is as well 
affected by the role the user (or player) takes (as, for 
instance, author or reader, artist or audience, researcher 
or technologist, active or passive). 

The goal of showing the usefulness to make art and HCI converge 
will be achieved by first explaining why such an effort is needed 
and desirable (Section 2); then we will review an art project we 
were involved in that shows how art and HCI can always benefit 
from one another (Section 3). Section 4 highlights the lessons that 
we have learnt so far. Section 5 presents some concluding 
remarks. 

2. RATIONALE 
The rationale behind the attempt at connecting interactive art and 
HCI in a clearer way is that: 

1. the current use of new media to produce interactive art 
(in whatever form [2]) makes issues related to HCI 
important if one wants to understand how interactive art 
can effectively benefit from it 

2. the possibility to improve HCI (both its theory and 
practice) by using art as a metaphor and a canvas. This 
has become desirable since HCI has shifted from a task-
driven discipline where issues related to usability, 
functionality, and accessibility were central to a user-
centred discipline which puts emphasis on the user 
experience (UX) in terms, for instance, of likeability, 
sociability, or playability (i.e., experience design)) and 
because interaction is linked to perception and 
perception is the focus of art (see in [3] again). 
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In this framework, using art as a model for HCI may 
help develop a poetics of interface design much in the 
same way as Aristotle’s Poetics for dramatic theory. 

In order to achieve this, we need to: 

1) Define what “interactive art” is  
2) Identify the types of interactivity that exist. One 

recognised classification is the one developed by Dixon 



[2] which distinguishes among “navigation, 
participation, conversation, and collaboration, in 
relation to the openness of the system and the 
consequent level/depth of user interaction” (see in [2] p. 
563). 

3) Discuss how the audience is (or is not) engaged in an 
artwork that is created following the conventions (or 
principles) that can be derived from the above 
discussion and that can be summarized as “pleasure (1), 
play (2) and long-term engagement (3)” (see in [2] p. 
12, and [3]). 

3. BACKGROUND 
There are already several examples where the interplay between 
art and HCI has been analysed and exploited [3] and has given 
rise to hybrid projects (see in [3, 4] for example). 

In this section, we do not intend to review all those but rather to 
present one art project we have been involved in where the 
interactivity and performance aspect in them plays a central role.  

3.1 Paper Planes 
The paper planes project [1] is an example of everyday 
performances in the public space. It indeed enacts an interaction 
and a relationship between paper planes and the public who act 
both as actors and as viewers, as performers and as spectators [5]. 
The negotiation established between these two elements mimics a 
conversational performance whereby interactivity ranges between 
activity and non–activity poles and the public’s engagement in 
this performative interaction is in flux. Since the boundaries 
between passivity and activity are blurred, the audience has to re-
negotiate its role in order to make sense of its experience and of 
the degree of (conscious) creativity of its actions. 

The paper planes project can be traced back to the four forms of 
interactivity mentioned above (i.e., navigation, participation, 
conversation, and collaboration), which are defined “in relation to 
the openness of the system and the consequent level/depth of user 
interaction” [2], of which conversation is the one to be expressed 
here. This project can be considered as an example of 
conversation in that the passers-by who, whether or not 
unwillingly, step over the planes on the road, do in fact help 
reshape and complete the artwork together with the other 
accidental passers-by. It is a triangular conversation which 
involves the original planes, one viewer and the effect of their 
actions on all other viewers who may or may not play with one 
another but who are however affected by each others’ 
interventions on the physical artifact. The result is a new piece of 
art (as depicted in Fig. 1) that would not have been possible 
otherwise. 
Although there is no notion of trust among the viewers, there is an 
open dialogue going on between the artwork (i.e., the planes) and 
the passers-by. This dialogue is actually so open that it can take 
any shape: attract or repel, invite or threaten, inhibit or exhibit, 
adapt or explore, discover or create. Co-creation however seems 
to be the ultimate expression of the openness of this dialogue. 
 

 

Figure 1. Crumpled planes. 

Although this project is neither technological nor digital, because 
of the intentionally analogue, low-tech quality of the art piece that 
was ultimately created, it can still be considered a good example 
of the point we are trying to make here (namely of how 
intertwined art and HCI are) for the centrality it assigns to the 
notion of interactivity, specifically in its conversational form, and 
of performance. The combination of these two concepts gives rise 
to a conversational performance as dichotomy activity/non-
activity where the audience, i.e., the passers-by, interacts with the 
paper planes on the ground and help shape, co-create the final art 
work. . 

4. DISCUSSION 
From the project discussed in the previous section, several issues 
can be derived that are important for HCI theory and practice. 
They set new goals and new questions for this domain. They can 
be summarized as: 

 Define new goals. In this case, the focus will no longer 
be on interface design (in-the-large) but on how the 
design and the “behaviour” of the interactive system 
affect the user’s experience. 

 Define new methods for evaluation. The focus on 
audience experience and engagement requires new 
evaluation techniques different from the ones 
traditionally used in HCI (the ones derived from 
psychology, sociology or ethnography). 

 Define new models to explain, for example, how design 
can support and enhance users’ engagement and if 
engagement changes as a function of audience 
interaction with the interactive system 

 Define a new focus: the role of creativity in HCI 
 
Similarly, art can benefit from HCI in investigating the role 
of co-creation of the art work, as this is shown in the project 
above. This could be considered as the equivalent of 
prototyping in HCI. 

5. CONCLUSION 
The main goals this paper intended to achieve can be summarised 
as follows:  

1. To explore and, eventually, create synergies between 
interaction design issues and interactive art.  

2. To identify better and more usable ways to measure the 
user experience in different artistic interactive contexts, 



across academia and the art practice. This is something 
that we aim at realising by means of other projects still 
under development in our academy.  

3. To enhance the evaluation methodologies typical of 
HCI by including art-based practices, constructs and 
concepts. 

4. To identify challenges in using art as a metaphor for 
interaction design. 
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