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Beneath Live Coding - An observation of artistic approaches and cultural 

dimensions 

In the next 10 minutes I will not focus much on the auditive result in live-coding, 

rather the code itself from a media cultural point of view. Also I will jump a bit 

through some general matters about code. This is an observation, I will try to 

abstain from judgment, although that might not work out in every case, especially if 

one explores a subject deeper and in a broader sense. 

If I recall a live-coding performance (Algorave), I can notice the components: the 

artist with his or her laptop, the code, the projector and the audience. 

Interestingly, the interdependence of those components in this scenario reveals 

many characteristics and debatable matters. 

The artist and the audience are alienated by the projected code. The code and the 

artist are both present, though in a reversed way. He or she performs the code in 

the back but the code, revealed by the projection, is in the front. Means it (the 

projection) is the extension of the code. 

The audience is put into a role of a voyeur which gaze into the process on the wall. 

The senses are here outbalanced. The sound is not necessarily relevant as the 

appearance and movement of the algorithm. This automatism is created by the 

effect of the code. I claim here that code has a dominating function during the 

scenario. 

Shelly Knotts (from the live-coding duo AlgoBabez) explained the interaction 

between artist and code. She said that sometimes the situation occurs that the 

program like SuperCollider reacts with error messages and sound breakouts which 

can lead to panic by the artist. But isn´t it an interesting artistic approach? The urge 

to undermine the code? Re-construct and Deconstruct it? It is a construct, 



obviously. Alex MacLean, who made Algorave popular, claims that the message is 

to change and break the rules by following them. The environments that the 

algorithm and code create are invisible. As Marshall McLuhan said about the media

as environments: Their groundrules, pervasive structure, and overall patterns elude

easy perception. 

And even the revealed structure of the code, the attempt to create an anti-

environment by artists, their groundrules will stay rigid. 

The code is malleable in the way of its appearance, for the audience it is a mere 

entertainment and even in some cases they experiencing the confusion without a 

fear or compulsion to understand the algorithmic scenario. 

If we look back into the culture history, we can see how technology forms our 

knowledge about the term “code” and its matter. In the roman empire, code 

appeared as encrypted letters for personal filing. Friedrich Kittler wrote that code 

became conceivable and feasible after true alphabets, means consequently it 

became part of ideograms, logograms and our natural language. The alphabet is a 

construct of fragmented bits and parts without semantic meaning in themselves but 

appears in an order and uniform (continuous and connected). 

Does code became the undecidable (to speak with Jacques Derrida)? The 

undecidable opens an uncertain space, the unlimited possibilities of play and 

meaning in between binary opposition. 

So to get into this discourse we must change the question, by not asking what code

is, rather how does it supplement us as human beings, especially in the time of 

digital media and open source? 

To demonstrate the terminological confusion, I would like to give a short overview to

virtual reality, space and immersion where code plays here an essential part in the 

background. Although those mentioned terms have a rich cultural history, they are 

perceived as a product of digital technology and buzzwords. The artists are 

seduced by it, the recipients are thrown in meaningless realities in which the critical 

thinking is substituted by overwhelming effects. The participatory aspect does not 

come into play. The believe that one can depict reality by code leads to a naivety. 

Of course many artists and writers tackled this construct, e.g. August Strindberg in 



his dream play from 1902 where he explained his approach in the introduction to 

eliminate space and time rules to open up for imagination, dreams, improvisations 

which weave new patterns: indicators for a virtual reality. Gaston Bachelard in his 

“Poetics of Space” perceived space as something agile. The famous composer and 

pedagogue R. Murray Schafer showed in his book The Tuning of the World the 

desideratum for virtual reality, e.g. Athanasius Kirchner in the 17th century, where he

developed a concept for orchestration and space. So this can be seen as an early 

attempt for overcoming the being-here. Also to mention, the frescos in the Vila de 

Mystica in Pompeii, the polychorality in the Renaissance and the panorama are 

precursors for immersion. 

How can we deal with digital media in a critical, contemplative reflection when in the

same time scientists and artists are investing into deep learning? 

Although the results of deep learning programs are quite interesting, the artist´s 

spirit fades at this moment away. Even more, the own creativity is totally redundant.

But this is one example of an ambiguity tolerance.

The idea of AI existed even before digital technology appeared. The desire was to 

create something next to human that is able to contribute a higher and faster 

efficiency. Though those ideas where related to mystical, philosophical or 

alchemical spheres. 

The code is a symbol. For Alex Maclean live-coding is beyond entertainment, a 

political statement as it runs on open source. And we can observe that coding 

programs are slowly becoming part of the school and education system. 

On the one hand a vast field of exploration is given but the facilitation methods of 

the aesthetic potentials of media are needed on the other. 

At the end, the great thinkers like Johann Wolfgang Goethe approached science 

with a literary and artistic sensibility and suggested to observe the environment 

carefully to develop new relationships to the things that surround us. His interests 

was the natural environment like plants, stones and light. Transferring it to our time,

we should develop this sensibility for the digital environment. 


