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Figure 1: The Tréma installation, presented at Lumifest festival in 2023.

Abstract

This paper explores how interactive reinforcement learning (IRL)
reconfigures the roles of performers and audiences in audiovi-
sual performances and immersive installations. We adapt the
Co-Explorer (a software tool originally developed for musical
co-creation) to audiovisual immersive contexts and examine its
creative potential using a reflexive research-creation approach.
Our study reveals how IRL splits the role of the performer into
three distinct positions: (1) the designer, who defines the paramet-
ric space; (2) the guide, who reinforces the agent’s behavior; and
(3) the machine performer, whose actions are shaped by interac-
tive training. As IRL introduces agency into the creative process,
it transforms traditional notions of authorship and control, en-
abling unexpected emergent outcomes. By showcasing an interac-
tive installation/performance, we further explore how audiences
contribute to collective creation through reinforcement-based
interaction. Our findings underscore the challenges of balancing
the temporality of IRL with the demands of public-facing works
and of adapting RL-based systems to different exhibition contexts.
Our work contributes to the discourse on co-creative systems,
emphasizing the evolving roles of artists, artificial agents, and
audiences in hybrid creative ecosystems.
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1 Introduction

Recent advances in artificial intelligence (Al) are radically trans-
forming creative practices in nearly every artistic domain [1, 4,
20]. The integration of these technologies is reshaping the roles
of artists, musicians, composers, and audiences, paving the way
for new forms of human-machine co-creation [12]. Our study
investigates the adaptation of the Co-Explorer?, an interactive
tool initially designed for musical co-creation, to the fields of au-
diovisual performance and immersive installation [17]. Applying
a reflexive research-creation approach [3, 16], we examine how
this transposition influences creative dynamics and transforms
the roles of performers, artificial agents, and spectators.
Departing from the romantic anthropocentric ideal of solitary
"creative genius", we draw on the notion of creativity as a situated
phenomenon distributed across and emerging from a network
of multiple agents and materials. Based on Margaret Boden’s
definition of creativity as the production of novelty and value [2],
we adopt Oliver Bown’s emphasis on creativity as a situated
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production of novelty emerging from socio-cultural and technical
networks [4]. This shifts focus from individual authorship to
the distribution of roles between agents and their relationships
within the creative process.

Through this research, we aim to expand the discourse on
co-creative systems by examining an agent-based tool rooted
in live human-computer interaction. We examine our collective
creative process as we are using the Co-Explorer, looking at how
it transforms our practice and our roles. Our methodology adopts
the perspective of creation-as-research [7] to investigate the evolv-
ing relationship between human and machine creativity. We rely
on reflexive methods such as autoethnographic vignettes [10]
and group discussions to critically reflect on our experiences and
interactions with the Co-Explorer without interrupting the flow
of creation.

The category of Al techniques we explore, reinforcement learn-
ing (RL), distinguishes itself from other machine learning ap-
proaches commonly used in the arts. Supervised learning, which
relies on labeled data to generate stylistically consistent outputs,
has been widely adopted in audio generation systems such as
WaveNet [8], while unsupervised learning approaches such as Re-
altime Audio Variational AutoEncoder (RAVE)?, have supported
the creation of novel sound textures and experimental composi-
tions [5]. Unlike supervised and unsupervised learning, which
operate on static datasets and focus on stylistic reproduction or
pattern discovery, reinforcement learning is driven by an artificial
agent that actively learns through continuous interaction with
its environment. This agent makes decisions, receives feedback
in the form of rewards or penalties, and adapts its behavior over
time to maximize long-term outcomes, making RL particularly
well suited for dynamic, real-time co-creative processes in live
artistic contexts [18].

By introducing a computational adaptive agent into the cre-
ative process, RL not only transforms how practitioners collabo-
rate with machines but also redefines audiences’ experience. In
our work with the Co-Explorer, the RL agent intervenes in real-
time to generate audiovisual content while human practitioners
train it in real-time based on their own preferences. This dynamic
interaction facilitates the emergence of unexpected creative out-
comes, challenging traditional notions of control and authorship.
For human performers, the RL agent functions as an active collab-
orator, while for audiences, it adds a layer of unpredictability and
autonomy. By focusing on the exploratory potential of RL, our
work emphasizes the transformative possibilities of interactive
co-creative machine learning systems.

In the following sections, we present three case studies show-
ing how we adapted the Co-Explorer to different creative contexts.
First, we describe our initial experiments with the Co-Explorer
in a collaborative audiovisual performance setting, focusing on
the dynamics between human guidance and machine autonomy.
Next, we explore its deployment as an interactive public installa-
tion, examining how audience participation influences the agent’s
behavior and the artistic results. Finally, we discuss its integration
into a gallery environment, where more controlled conditions
allowed for deeper exploration of co-creative potential. These
case studies are followed by a discussion that reflects on the
transformative impact of interactive reinforcement learning on
artistic practices, its potential for shaping new forms of human-
machine collaboration, and the challenges encountered in differ-
ent exhibition contexts. We conclude by considering the broader
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implications of our findings for the development of co-creative
systems in art and music.

2 Case Studies
2.1 First Jam with the Co-Explorer

This first case study explores the Co-Explorer’s potential to re-
frame the dynamics of creative collaboration [11], highlighting
its challenges and emergent possibilities as an interactive agent
in audiovisual performances. The Co-Explorer was designed to
"investigate artificial agents using deep reinforcement learning to
explore parameter spaces in partnership with users for sound de-
sign" [17, p. 1]. Unlike traditional reinforcement learning systems,
which optimize for a fixed objective reward function, Co-Explorer
learns through subjective real-time user feedback. This approach
seems particularly appropriate to artistic contexts whose subjec-
tive and exploratory nature makes optimizing for a predefined
objective goal counterproductive [1]. By allowing the agent to
adapt to subjective tastes without interrupting creative flow, the
system fosters a unique co-creative relationship with users.

Artists and composers are used to creating sound and visual
compositions by directly manipulating media material, starting
from an artistic intention that they seek to implement using
various compositional tools. But what happens to this creative
process when the main compositional tool involves an artificial
agent which we can only control indirectly? Rather than com-
posing in the traditional sense, the human creator’s role evolves
toward that of guiding the agent’s exploration and adaptation,
reinforcing or discouraging specific outcomes based on their
aesthetic preferences.

In applying this process with the Co-Explorer, we found that
it was necessary to spend several hours with the agent to get
interesting results. This is a notorious aspect of working with
machine learning systems creatively for at least two reasons: (1)
adjusting them involves providing a lot of data; and (2) since they
do not behave in a rule-based manner, they somehow operate
beyond rationality and need to be understood in a more embodied
manner [1, pp. 63-68].

The fluctuation of our own guidance further prolonged the
learning process. Because our aesthetic tastes are subjective and
variable, the agent does not have to organize itself according to
a precise goal, there is no a priori finality. Over time, the artists’
desires may fluctuate, confusing the agent by sending contradic-
tory feedback, thus potentially hampering the learning process.
As an example, during our first interactions with the agent, we
tended to give positive feedback when the agent led us to unusual
places, creating surprising audiovisual forms. However, over time,
a certain fatigue developed from observing the same audiovisual
patterns over and over, leading us to attribute negative feedback
to parameters which we initially rewarded positively. Rather
than seeking optimization over an absolute and stable behavior,
the agent thus needs to make choices that reflect unstable or
contradictory rewards.

Another important realization was that, as the artificial agent
moves in a multi-dimensional parametric space, it is necessary
to determine in advance which audiovisual parameters will be
controlled. A certain framework must therefore be specified from
the outset. We have found, after experimentation, that this space
of possibility must be neither too large nor too small.

These initial experiments with the Co-Explorer have shown
us some capabilities and limits of interaction between an artist
and an artificial agent generated by RL in creative endeavors.
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Figure 2: The two screens installed above the public.

The absence of a predefined purpose in this process highlights
the fluidity and adaptability required, with artists adjusting their
feedback to guide the agent without rigidly dictating outcomes.
This path requires artists to strike a careful balance in defining the
framework within which the artificial agent operates. Crafting
the parametric space to implement a coherent artistic vision
while remaining open to unexpected innovations is a crucial
component of the work.

One of the more surprising developments was the gradual
reduction in our need to guide the agent. Over time, as its behav-
ior stabilized through extended interactive training, we found
ourselves intervening less and less. Eventually, the system no
longer required active reinforcement and would navigate the
parameter space autonomously. With this shift, our role subtly
transformed from active performers to system designers, and
finally to passive observers. Alongside this transition, the nature
of the work itself evolved. What began as a live performance
project had transformed into a generative installation.

As artists, we found the process of guiding the Co-Explorer
to be an engaging interactive experience. What would happen
if, instead of being shaped by our preferences as artists, the
agent was influenced by audience members? The result would no
longer be dictated by a unique artistic vision, but would rather
evolve from the accumulated feedback of several people over
time, embodying the aesthetic preferences of a collective. Thus,
the idea of Tréma was born.

2.2 Tréma: Installation in a Public Setting

The project was showcased at two events, both named Lumifest,
in the cities of Repentigny and Longueuil in Canada. These events
took place in public spaces and featured various luminous digital
scenographic artworks [15]. As we can see in Figure 2, the Tréma
project was installed on the street at the entrance to the festival
site, which required festivalgoers to pass through the installation
to access the event. The producer also intended to use the artwork
as a gateway to make a statement, given the scale and spectacular
nature of the installation.

A pedestal was made available to the public, allowing interac-
tion with the reinforcement learning algorithm that transforms
the artwork’s content. The minimalist wooden pedestal features
a simple interface with three buttons. A green button rewards
the system, signaling it to continue exploring within adjacent
parametric combinations. The red button indicates that the partic-
ipant does not particularly enjoy the current aesthetic proposal,
prompting the agent to gradually shift toward other parametric
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combinations. A star button directs the agent to completely move
to a different parametric zone.

The installation of the artwork consists of two large circular
projection screens of 3.5 m in diameter, suspended on lighting
truss structures. The circles are installed above the audience.
We conceived the project not only as a generative audiovisual
experience but, more broadly, as an expanded interactive urban
scenography [13].

We used lasers to fill the space in all three dimensions. The
laser imagery was generated from video patterns by tracing their
contours. Fog machines revealed the beams of the video projec-
tors, but more importantly, the laser rays, adding volumetric light
[14] to the space. This created a cohesive scenographic object
that visually connected the two screen structures. The sound was
transmitted through four speakers placed around the installation
area, significantly enhancing the immersive effect of the artwork.

Our aim was to transpose some of the controls we used in the
laboratory to the general public, but the festive family context of
the event proved unsuitable for this approach. Many participants,
especially children, would frantically and randomly press buttons
to observe the effects, without grasping the concept of interaction
with the adaptive agent.

Despite this chaotic experience, the experiment proved rich in
lessons. It revealed that the agent can offer some control in gener-
ating an immersive experience and highlighted the adjustments
that could be made to ensure that the audience can fully engage
with the work in future presentations. However, the way Tréma
was presented in the public space introduced an element of unpre-
dictable agency beyond our control. In particular, the interactive
interface proved unsuitable for a festival setting where crowds
of more than 5000 visitors per night wander around and through
the installation. Reflecting on this experience, we concluded that
the interface would be better suited for a more intimate context,
such as an art gallery or museum, where the audience is more
likely to engage deeply and individually with the work.

Regardless of the venue, it seemed necessary to rethink the
role of audience members. Should they be seen as performers
or DJs orchestrating the experience, or rather as art directors
shaping the creative vision? Furthermore, we thought that the
interface itself would benefit from a more deliberate scenographic
presentation, perhaps with exclusive access or a better placed
pedestal to highlight its significance and encourage thoughtful
interaction.

2.3 Showcase in an Art Gallery

A new iteration was developed and artists were invited to co-
perform with the installation. Our goal was to observe the sys-
tem’s performative potential in a more controlled context. With
this objective in mind, we modified the interface to allow for
finer control from the participant and help them visualize the
agent’s behavior beyond the generated audiovisual output. The
pedestal was replaced with a tablet featuring a tactile control
interface [9] designed using TouchOSC software>. In addition to
the elements from the previous version, we added sliders for each
audiovisual parameter controlled by the agent (see Figure 3). We
also added toggle buttons to switch control between human and
agent for any parameter. These parameters were also integrated
into the visual dimension of the work by overlaying a graphical
representation of each parameter’s evolution onto the projec-
tion. This addition aimed to provide the observing audience with
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