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Figure 1: Transformation of the written characters

Abstract
This paper offers reflections on the collaboration between a sound
artist and an artist specializing in Chinese calligraphy, which
resulted in the creation of a sound installation combining con-
temporary Chinese calligraphy with electroacoustic feedback.
Adopting the “reflection-on-action” approach, the authors en-
gaged in an in-depth discussion, revisiting the details of the cre-
ative process based on the extensive documentation compiled in
the form of a visual diary.The paper highlights three orders of re-
cursivity that are either physically present in the work (electroa-
coustic feedback), defined the creative process (collaboration) or
served as an analytical tool (ecology) to discuss the dynamics of
collaboration and cultural influences in NIME practice.

Keywords
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1 Introduction
The importance of collaborative (co)-creation has been widely
acknowledged in the DMI literature[31]. A look at the current
NIME corpus gives a taste of a wide variety of possible collabo-
rations: cross-cultural [5, 14], cross-disciplinary [4, 29, 37] and
even more-than-human [23, 36, 49].

Perhaps one of the biggest merits of collaborative undertak-
ings is that they tend to resist insularity (on different scales from
personal to disciplinary), infusing a healthy degree of contin-
gency into what might otherwise be seen as a self-contained sys-
tem – individual practice, community or a discipline. This paper,
presents our attempt to disentangle the messy reality of a NIME

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Li-
cense.
NIME ’25, June 24–27, 2025, Canberra, Australia
© 2025 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).

collaboration by following along with the recursive movement
of material, ideas, work and cultural influences. In doing so, we
hope to contribute to the discussion of collaborative NIME cre-
ation, especially those involving cross-cultural elements.

To this end, we present reflections on collaboration between
a sound artist and a visual artist trained in Chinese calligraphy
(later referred to as the calligrapher). Over the course of three
months the authors have worked together on a sound installa-
tion titled Reverse Movement that combines novel (for lack of
a better word) approach to Chinese calligraphy and feedback-
based generative sound in a portable format [Fig. 2]. The work
was a submission for the TEI art gallery, commemorating Mar-
cel Duchamp’s series of “exhibitions in a suitcase” La Boîte-en-
valise.1 In the meantime, the work has also been on display in
other venues in China. Video documentation of the piece is avail-
able here https://vimeo.com/1037811492.

In our previous work, we have made steps towards develop-
ing an approach to culturally specific DMI-building rooted in
the notion of locality, emphasizing deeper engagement with con-
temporary artistic and technical practices specific to the region
[26]. The present work is a continuation of this line of thinking,
albeit from a slightly different angle, more appropriate for a col-
laborative effort. Conceptual and practical considerations that
might work for a solitary artist or instrument builder stockpil-
ing tools, materials, techniques, theories and cultural influences,
tend to function differently or not function at all when faced
with a particular, highly idiosyncratic practice and a person be-
hind it, which, in our case was the calligrapher’s approach to
his art. Navigating between constraints imposed by what each
side brings into collaboration combinedwith the infusion of new
knowledge is what makes collaboration especially compelling as
an object of research.

Since our main interlocutor is a form of Chinese calligraphy,
we have followed certain loosely defined guidelines in our work.
We a) refrained from using calligraphy as an “input”to the

1https://tei.acm.org/2025/program/accepted_arts
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Figure 2: Installation view.

computational system and b) emphasized the heterogeneous and
dynamic state of this art form, a living practice as opposed to
cultural heritage, which could imply a monolithic or essential-
ist designation of Chinese calligraphy. While there is nothing
wrong with either approach and they are indeed quite common,
we felt that the aspects that these approaches tend to prioritize
would not fit our work.

Over the time we spent working on the piece, we thoroughly
documented the process and organized it in a form of visual cata-
log available here: https://rev-mov.github.io/reverse_movement_
diary/. This catalog (or diary) guided the discussion that took
place some time after the completion of the piece, which pre-
sented an opportunity to re-examine the process and delve deeper
into its finer details. While the work was a close collaboration
between the first and second authors, the third author directed
the discussion and devised an interactive scenario for this work,
which went unused in the current version but was required by
the original submission. Deferred, aposteriori nature of the reflection-
on-action approach encouraged us to embrace divergent and con-
flicting perspectives, as well as gaps and inconsistencies in mem-
ory and documentation that guided the flow of the discussion.

While this work is neither an instrument nor an interactive
piece in the strict sense of the term, we draw on sources related
to DMI building practices. Conceptually, this paper adheres to
the ecosystemic (or ecological) approach to DMI design and anal-
ysis as proposed by Waters [19] and has since been adopted by
manyNIME researchers, who have adapted ecosystemic thought
to a variety of contexts [35, 41]. By positing that at the core
of ecological thought there is always a recursion (loosely syn-
onymous to feedback), which we interpret as the capacity of a
complex system to accommodate accidents and irregularity as
it loops back on itself, we attempt to examine other forms of
recursion that informed this collaborative undertaking.

We further discuss the insights with the ultimate aim of high-
lighting how recursive negotiations betweenmaterial, sound, form
and subject matter can steer the collaborative creative process.
We consider these observations to be a contribution to the grow-
ing body of work related to interdisciplinary collaboration in
arts, collaborative NIME design and culturally situated practices
in NIME, more specifically, those related to Chinese calligraphy.

2 Background
2.1 Authors’ Positionality
Before delving into the details of the work, it seems necessary
to address potentially problematic points regarding the authors’
backgrounds. While we consider this work as belonging to the
continuum of contemporary Chinese calligraphy, none of the

three authors are of Chinese origin, however, the two princi-
pal collaborators have developed their respective practices in
the institutional and artistic contexts of mainland China over
an extended period of time (10+ years). With that in mind, it
seems necessary to provide a brief outline of research related to
sonic arts (including DMI building) in this region. Specifically,
we limit the scope of references to works pertaining to mainland
China, omitting other Sinophone regions.

2.2 Experimental music and sound art in
China

The diversity of contemporary sonic practices in China has at-
tracted significant attention in recent years. In addition to the
two edited volumes: Routledge’s Research Companion to Elec-
tronic Music and Electroacoustic Music in East Asia [2, 13], the
2022 special issue of Organised Sound focused on experimen-
tal and electroacoustic music in China. [3]. Elsewhere, studies
of cross-cultural appropriation of music technology [51] and ex-
perimental music communities [10, 38] have provided valuable
insights into the sonic cultures of contemporary China.

NIME research focusing on China remains somewhat limited
but has been growing in recent years, with work on culturally-
situatedNIME design [5, 18, 40] ethnographic accounts of China’s
NIME community [46] and a comparative study of music plat-
forms in China and the UK [6] being among the examples. In ad-
dition to academic texts, several performances and installation
pieces engaging with Chinese culture were featured in NIME
events [8, 25].

In other academic venues, a number ofworks concerning sound
art in China have been published over the years. While this art-
form in China has developed later than in theWest and followed
a different trajectory, its terminological ambiguity is also ad-
dressed by its practitioners in China, whether as a distrust to-
wards the term [24, 47] or attempts to redefine it in the context
of local cultures. For example, in Yao Dajuin’s curatorial project
Revolutions per Minute [48] he emphasizes the deep link between
Sinophone sound culture and languages, dialects and writing
systems of China – something that his own sound practice re-
volves around [19].

Hangzhou-based researcher Adel Jing Wang has extensively
covered the topic of sound art, experimental music and auditory
cultures in China [43, 44] focusing on the diversity of practice
rather than a singular definition. For example, Wang’s investi-
gation of sonic arts in China through the lens of China’s philo-
sophical legacy, ranging from the use of sound in contemporary
visual art to the role of sound technologies in the diverse sonic
landscape of today’s China [45].

2.3 Modern and Contemporary calligraphy in
China

Chinese calligraphy shufa（书法）is an ancient and distinct art
form that reflects the history, philosophy, aesthetics and politics
of the region. The English translation of the word does not quite
reflect the complexity of this artform that goes beyond ortho-
graphic perfection that the English term connotes, and later in
the article we use the terms calligraphy and simply writing in-
terchangeably. The history of calligraphy in China spans many
centuries and is far beyond the scope of this article. We should,
nevertheless, give a brief overview of its contemporary counter-
part relevant to the present work. However, it should be noted
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that the relationship between traditional and contemporary cal-
ligraphy in China is rarely antagonistic, with many contempo-
rary artists being classically trained.

Traditionally calligraphic training in China involves master-
ing certain constraints: working with a relatively fixed set of
tools, scripts and canonical pieces. As Cheng argues in her pa-
per on the work of contemporary artist Qiu Zhijie, calligraphic
training instills two epistemological tendencies in its practition-
ers: favoring consistent methodology over style and perceiving
the world through the prism of different calligraphic scripts [9].

While there is a consistency between traditional and modern
or contemporary calligraphy, it does not mean that it is not open
to radical experiments as evidenced in the post-1980s works by
artists such as Wu Shanzhuan, Gu Wenda, Wang Dongling and
Xu Bing, to name a few [17]. Numerous contemporary works ex-
plore different approaches to media and scale, as well as perfor-
mative and semantic dimensions of calligraphy. Whereas these
elements and the relations between them change over time just
as art and language do, certain elements remain, for example, as
observed by the famed Yuan artist-scholar Zhao Mengfu, brush-
work remains the fundamental immutable element of calligra-
phy that ensures the consistency (and identity) of the practice.

Chinese calligraphy is not unknown to NIME, which is evi-
dent from several projects leveraging the expressive and perfor-
mative aspects of calligraphy in the design of interactive sound
systems [25, 40]. Similarly, a 2024 NIME performance by Chuang
and Weixler put a significant emphasis on the choreography of
calligrapher’s movement as a compositional tool. In addition, an-
other 2024 NIME performance by Cheng et al. connected chore-
ography and AI-powered audio visual system with Chinese cal-
ligraphy [8].

The work described in this article draws extensively on the
aforementioned sources, and while it shares certain similarities
with otherworks combining calligraphy and technology, we tried
to focus on the particularities of our respective approaches, with-
out relying too much on the inertia of established practice. For
this reason, qualities like interactivity and performativity, which
are often featured or emphasized in such works, are arguably in-
trinsic to calligraphy as a whole and readily lend themselves to
inclusion in computational systems, became of less importance
to us as the collaboration progressed. The final artifact can be
seen as first and foremost the documentation of the collabora-
tive process, which in this case was more akin to a private con-
versation, biased, partial and reductive as it may be.

2.4 Recursivity in NIME
One of the assumptions that this paper is built upon is the anal-
ogous relationship between (musical) ecosystems, electroacous-
tic feedback and collaboration – the three recursive phenomena
central to this work. Our understanding of recursivity is primar-
ily informed by the writings of the Hong Kong philosopher of
technology Yuk Hui and his precursors from the cybernetic tra-
dition and philosophy of organicism [20]. Recursion (often syn-
onymous to feedback) refers to a capacity of a system to loop
back into itself for problem solving and course correction. It
is one of the foundational principles of computation technol-
ogy and can be observed in many natural phenomena. In phi-
losophy of technology, the recursive mode of operation is con-
trasted with the linear logic of mechanicism. What we find par-
ticularly interesting is not the circular movement of recursion

per se, but its capacity to accommodate contingencies and irreg-
ularities, disruptions, mistakes and happy accidents alike. We
find this quality to be crucial to the often error-prone process
of artistic collaboration and as our work went on, this became
more explicit, to the point of being quite literally inscribed in
the piece.

It could be argued that ecological (or ecosystemic) thinking
in NIME research also has its roots in the cybernetic tradition,
based on the notion of multiple feedback loops between agents
and environments. In recent years, it has gained significant praise
due to the way it assists researchers and designers in under-
standing musical (in the broadest sense of the word) activities
and complex relations among their numerous actors. Examples
of works leveraging the ecological approach are numerous and
include interactive system design [37], analysis of performative
pieces [34, 35], participatory design [41] as well as development
of analytical frameworks to study the said ecologies [33].

Feedback (and, by extension, recursion) is an intrinsic part of
a functioning (eco)system, musical or otherwise, as suggested
by Gregory Bateson [16]. It seems fitting to apply ecological
thought to analysis of feedback in sonic arts, given their shared
lineage. Several works engaging with this tradition in relation
to sound has been published in NIME and other outlets [11, 12,
28, 30].

Similar to many other domains of knowledge, the use of feed-
back in sound can be traced back to the post-WWII rise of cyber-
netics, although earlier examples exist as well. One of the early
examples of this influence to the exhibition Cybernetic serendip-
ity, which, in addition to pioneering works in media art, came
with a companion record2 containing sound works often based
on principles of cybernetics [30]. Many other examples are fea-
tured in a special issue Echo magazine (No.3) extensively cover-
ing the use feedback in sonic arts and musical cybernetics3 and
showcasing the creative and philosophical implications of feed-
back and recursivity. Moreover, initiatives such as Feedback Mu-
sicianship’ Network4 indicate the interest in documenting and
expanding the field of feedback-based musicking and research.

While collaborative processes inNIMEhave not been described
as being explicitly recursive, connecting collaboration to the ecol-
ogy and feedback does not seem like a far stretch. Given how
the ecologically-minded frameworks are featured in the variety
of NIME scholarship: with categories spanning activities all the
way from cross-cultural [5, 14], cross-disciplinary [4, 29, 37] to
interspecies and more-than-human [23, 36, 49].

The connection between these three areas became apparent
while analyzing the discussion between the collaborators that
forms the crux of this paper. For example, the intuitive andmetaphor-
ical understanding of looping motion and the richness and vari-
ety of its visual representations helped the calligrapher to better
understand and become more involved with the sound design of
the work.

3 Methodology
Methodologically, this work falls within the tradition of practice-
based research inNIME [15].Throughout the process of discussing,
designing, and building the artwork, we collected documenta-
tion fromdifferent sources, including chat logs, screenshots, photo
and video documentation compiled into a browser-based visual

2https://ubu.com/sound/cybernetic.html
3https://echo.orpheusinstituut.be/issue/3-feedback
4https://feedback-musicianship.pubpub.org/
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