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MARGARETE MARGARETE 
JAHRMANNJAHRMANN

A pioneering experimental game artist, 
Margarete Jahrmann’s multimedia 
installations disclose the secret plots we 
un-consentingly act out and all the forms 
of play we didn’t imagine we’d enjoy. 
Her advocacy of “ludic activism” is an 
enticement to hijack tech from its profi t 
drive and to interface with digitalization 
via critical pleasure. An interview with Mindy Seu

DO-NOTHING GAMEDO-NOTHING GAME

Portrait

Zero Action at the Savings Bank, 2021, multimedia installation. Installation view, Postsparkasse, Vienna
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MINDY SEU  In your early AI installation, Deep Dream Area 

7 lab: I WANT TO SEE MONKEYS (2017), a face-detection 

8�t�±�¼|��o��Y´����b�b´´b´�8�Y���8tb´�¼8�b��FÊ�ÈbF~
cam, then organizes them into categories via a 

deep-learning network pre-trained on 1.3 million 

��8tb´� �n� �F�bO¼´� 8�Y� 8���8�´¡� ��ÈbÇb±V� FbO8Á´b�
humans were not among the pre-trained categories, 

¼|b�±�n8Ob´�Èb±b�O�8´´�o�bY�8´�Ç8±��Á´�´�bO�b´��n����~
�bÊ´��±�8�b´¡��¼�́ bb�´�¼��Fb�8��8�¼��8±8��b��n�±�|�È�Y8¼8�
is culled from us for use in the data sets of the newest 

AI. As unknowing participants in these systems, how 

��t|¼�Èb�Fbt���¼��±b¼|������Ç��Á�¼8±Ê�´ÁF�bO¼´V�O��~
sent, extraction, and mis-categorization?

MARGARETE JAHRMANN  Normally, you agree to play a 

game, and in social relations, a game happens as long 
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MS I WANT TO SEE MONKEYS confronts the free energy 

�±��O���bV�È|�O|�́ Áttb´¼´�¼|8¼�¼|b�F±8���±bYÁOb´�Á�Ob±-
¼8��¼Ê�FÊ��8���t��±bY�O¼���´�F8´bY������¼b±�8����Yb�´�
¼|8¼� ����Ê� Y8¼8� �±� �Á¼O��b� F�8´b´¡� ,|b� 8±¼È�±��
FbO��b´�8��b±n�±�8�Ob�����F´b±Ç8¼�����n�¼|b��F´b±Çb±¡�
��È�O8��¼|�´�¼Ê�b��n�t8�b�FbO��b�8�´�Á±Ob��n����È�-
bYtb�8F�Á¼��Á±´b�Çb´§

MJ Artistic research like this is a form of knowledge gen-

b±8¼����¼|8¼�O8��Fb�O�Á��bY�¼��Y�nnb±b�¼�ob�Y´V��b´�b-
cially psychological and cognitive sciences, as well as 

psychophysics. I see my practice as a wish to actively 

O��¼±�FÁ¼b�È�¼|� «bÉ�b±��b�¼8�� ´Ê´¼b�´¬��±� «bÉ�b±�-
�b�¼´����¼|b�È��Y¬�¼|8¼�´O�b�¼�´¼´�O8���8�b�Á´b��n¡���
´|�Á�Y�8YY�¼|8¼���È8�¼�¼��´bb���¼����Ê�����bÊ´V�FÁ¼�
happy monkey.

MS �Á����t�¼��8�Y�nnb±b�¼��±��bO¼U�Kopfgeld (2021), which 

¼±8�´�8¼b´�8´�«|b8Y�F�Á�¼ÊV¬��´�8�t8�b~´O�±b´���´¼8��8-
tion generating a ludic currency as an alternative to 

energy-intensive tokens, with an AI determining some-

��b®´�Ç8�Áb�F8´bY����¼|b�±�n8O�8��´O8�¡���È�Y�b´�Ï��
serve the interest of capitalism, and how might we use 

it to the opposite effect?

MJ ,|�Át|�Ï��´b±Çb´�O8��¼8��´��Çb±Ê�±8Y�O8��ÊV���¼|����¼|8¼�
Y�nnb±b�¼�bO�����O�n�±�´V��n�Ç8�Áb´�FbÊ��Y�8�O�8´´�O8��Ê�
O8��¼8��´¼���t�OV�8±b�8�´����´´�F�b¡�,|8¼®́ �È|Ê�Èb�́ |�Á�Y�
question concepts like money in a radical way. 

MJ 5b´V��¼�È8´�8���¼¼�b�Y�~��¼|��t�t8�b�È�¼|�¼È��«|Ê�b±-
´O8�¬��´�¼|8¼�¼������8Ob����2�b��8�8¼�¼|b�(�´¼´�8±-
kassenhalle, this art-nouveau Gesamtkunstwerk of Otto 

38t�b±®́ ¡�,|b�8±¼�´¼�Ö8±���Ï�b�´��8�Y��Ê´b�n�b8O|�È�±b�
8�|b8Y´b¼�8�Y��8�Y����¼È��FbY´����¼|b���YY�b��n�¼|�´�
F�t�|�´¼�±�O�F8��V�È|b±b�¼|b±b�Á´bY�¼��Fb�¼±8�´8O¼���´�
�n����bÊV� FÁ¼� È|�O|� �´� ��� ���tb±� 8O¼�Çb¡�3b�Èb±b�
�F´b±ÇbY�FÊ�oÇb�O8�b±8´V�8�Y�¼|b�Y8¼8�n±����Á±���Çb�
F±8���´O8�´�È8´�Ç�´Á8��ÍbY����8�´O±bb�¡�5�Á�O�Á�Y�´bb�
¼|8¼��Á±�F±8��´�́ Ê�O|±���ÍbYV�8�¼|�Át|�Èb�Y�Y���¼|��t�
FÁ¼���b�¼|b±b�n�±�8��|�Á±¡��¼�È8´�8�«�Á�O|F±b8�¬��b±n�±-
mance – the schedule was not a coincidence. If you 

F±��t�Ê�Á±�F±8���¼��8�±b´¼��t�´¼8¼bV�8���¼��n�8O¼�Ç�¼Ê�´¼����
takes place. 

MS Are these all forms of protest?

MJ ��¼��±�¼b´¼V�FÁ¼�8O¼�Ç�´��j�8�n�±���n��ÁY�O�8O¼�Ç�´��¼|8¼�
gives more agency than pure protest, and more playful 

b���Ê�b�¼�Fb´�Yb´¡��i

as that agreement is mutual and fair. If it is involuntary, 

¼|b���¼��´�8�¼±8�´t±b´´�����n�F�±Yb±´¡�,|b�ÀÎ�·���´¼8��8-
¼����Á´bY�8�́ ¼8¼b~�n~¼|b~8±¼�Ï�~¼±8����t�8�Y�O�8´´�oO8¼����
´Ê´¼b�V�Ï�bÉ�b¼V�¼|8¼�È8´�F8´bY�����8´´~Y8¼8�O���bO-
¼����¼|8¼��´���¼�Ç��Á�¼8±��Ê�8t±bbY�¼�¡�Ï¼�¼|b�Ï±´��bO-
tronica AI festival in Linz, visitors in front of an 

image-capture mechanism were offered a game catch-

ing dots on a screen, as in an early space game, which 

¼����8���¼|b�±�O��Ob�¼±8¼���¡�Ï´�8��±b±b¦Á�´�¼b�¼��¼|b���Ê�
�n��±b´´��t�FÁ¼¼��´�8�Y�tb¼¼��t�8�t��Y�´O�±bV�¼|�Át|V�
you needed to agree to something in return: By partic-

��8¼��t����¼|b�t8�bV�Ê�Á±�n8Ob�È8´�O�8´´�obY¡����¼|b�́ bO-
ond part of the installation, I role-played a scientist, 

together with my partner, Stefan Glasauer, who is an 

8O¼Á8���bÁ±�´O�b�¼�´¼¡�3b�Èb±b�¼|b±b�¼��¼b���¼|b�«�8±¼�O-
��8�¼´¬�¼|8¼�¼|b�±�́ O�±b�È8´���¼�¼|b�8O¼Á8��«±b´Á�¼¬�j�¼|b�
±b8���Á¼O��b�È8´�¼|8¼�¼|bÊ�|8Y�Fbb��O�8´´�obY�8´�8�b´¡�
2�´�¼�±´�È�Á�Y� 8´�V� «3|Ê� �� 8��8�����bÊ§¬�Ï�Y�Èb�
È�Á�Y�8�´Èb±V�«	bO8Á´b�¼|b�´Ê´¼b��´bb´�È|8¼�Èb�¼±8���
�¼�¼��Y�¡¬�+��¼|8¼�È�±��È8´�8F�Á¼�b8±�Ê�Ï��Y�´O±����8-
tion and involuntary participation in training a system 

¼|8¼�|8´�F�8´¡���¼|�����¼®́ �����±¼8�¼�¼��bÉ�b±�b�Ob�¼|�´�
Ï��F�8´�8�Y�Y8¼8�´¼�±8tb����8��8±¼�´|�ÈV���¼�8��bYÁO8-
tional context. It is more of an emotional approach: 

You are put into a situation where you can experience 

8��«8|8l¬����b�¼�j�Á´b±´�8±b���¼�´¼Á��YV�FÁ¼�¦Á�O��
learners. Of course, this also relates to current, every-

day phenomena of data extraction, such as accepting 

cookies, and dark patterns in game design. 

«���ntb�Y¬��´�8�´Á���8�Y�n�±�������t��±�O8�¼Á±��t�´��b-
one, which is exactly what we are paying with our data 

in all the face capture-and-recognition systems we live 

��¡�,|b�F���b¼±�O���n��8�Y�¼|b��8F�±�Èb�t�Çb�8È8Ê�n±bb�Ê�
all the time are our capital. Ironically, in this game, the 

player gets some sort of individualized money – as 

opposed to the actual world, where we get nothing. 

	Á¼�Ï���´�8�´��8������±¼Á��¼Ê�8�YV��n���¼|����8F�Á¼�
visual art, a great one at that. AI won’t make the artist 

�±�O±b8¼�Çb�È�±���F´��b¼b¶��¼����Ê��b8�´�¼|8¼�8����bY�
work can take different forms, such that artists can 

focus more on conceptualization. Similarly, this might 

Fb�¼|b�O|8�Ob�¼��±b¼|����¼|b�´Ê´¼b�´��n�¼|b�bO����Ê¡�
3|Ê�Y��Èb��bbY�¼��8OOÁ�Á�8¼b�O8��¼8�§�3|Ê��´�®¼��¼�Fb¼-
¼b±�¼���8�b�8�q�È��n��b±�¼´�¼|8¼�qÁO¼Á8¼b´�8���¼|b�¼��b§�
What if money lost value, the more that you held? 

���bÊ�´|�Á�Y�Fb�tb�b±8¼bY�8�Y�Á´bY����¼|b��±b´b�¼V���
think. 

���ntb�Y�́ ��b|�È�8´�´�8���¼|b´b�¦Áb´¼���´�¼|±�Át|�
8���8ÊnÁ��bÉ�b±�b�Ob¡���±b8��Ê�b���ÊbY�|�È��¼�È8´�bÉ|�F-

�¼bY����	b±�������ÀÎÀ½�8¼�±bU�ÁF��O8V���b��n�¼|b�È�±�Y®́ �
largest conferences on digital culture, which was on 

¼|b�¼���O��n�O8´|¡�,|b±bV�¼|b�¼��b�´�Èb±b�±b8��Ê�È�±¼|�
´��b¼|��tU�5�Á�O�Á�Y�FÁÊ�8�Y±����È�¼|�¼|b�¡�Ï�Y����b�
all money, it was play money.

MS ���Ê�Á±��±��bO¼´V���8Ê��´�bÉ�b±�b�ObY�8´�8����´¼±Á�b�¼�
�n��±�F�b�~´��Ç��t¡���Á´b�«��8Ê¬����¼È��È8Ê´�|b±bV�8´�
´��b¼|��t��F´b±ÇbYV�8´����¼|b8¼b±V�8�Y�8´�´��b¼|��t�
interactive, like in traditional games. Do you think 

t8�b´��Á´¼�Fb��8±¼�O��8¼�±ÊV��±�O8��¼|bÊ�8�´��Fb�´��b�Ê�
�F´b±ÇbY§�

MJ ,|�´� �´� 8� Çb±Ê� ����±¼8�¼�¦Áb´¼���� n�±� bÉ�b±��b�¼8��
game cultures (as well as the name of a new depart-

ment for artistic games that I lead at the University of 

Applied arts in Vienna). Are there passive forms of play? 


8��Èb��8�b�8�«Y����¼|��t¬�t8�b§��´��¼�´¼����8�t8�b��n�
we do nothing at all? We are in an environment where 

games happen with usV�´��Y��¼|bÊ�±b8��Ê��bbY�¼��Fb�
��¼b±8O¼�Çb§� ,|b±b� �´� 8� ±8Y�O8�� FÁ¼� t±�È��t� ob�Y� �n�
low-interaction games, where you only have to execute 

��b�O��O���±�´�¡��¼´�t�8���´�¼��±bYÁObV�8´�Èb���8´�¼��F±��t�
¼|b�O��Ob�¼��n�8O¼�Çb���8Ê���¼��¦Áb´¼���¡� F´b±Ç8¼����
¼8�b´���8ObV��n�O�Á±´bV�8´����8�¼|b8¼b±�j�FÁ¼���F�YÊ�
È�Á�Y�´8ÊV�«����8Ê�8�¼|b8¼b±���bOb��n���È8¼O|��¼¡¬�,|b´b�
t8�b´�Y��®¼� �Á´¼� ��Ç��Çb�È8¼O|��tV�FÁ¼�¼|8¼�Ê�Á®±b�8�
��8Êb±�Y�b´�®¼��b8��¼|8¼�Ê�Á�|8Çb�¼��Fb��±�YÁO¼�Çb¡�
��ÈbÇb±V�Ê�Á�Y��|8Çb�¼��Fb��±b´b�¼� ���¼|b�Ybb�b´¼�
´b�´bV�È|�O|���t|¼����Ê�Fb��bY�¼8¼���¡�

MS Like your game Zero Action at the Savings Bank (2021)?

102

Are there passive forms of 
play? Is it still a game if we do 

nothing at all? We are in an 
environment where games 

happen with us, so do they 
really need to be interactive?

I WANT TO SEE HAPPY MONKEYS, 2017
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MARGARETE JAHRMANN (*1967, Pinkafeld, Austria) is an artist 

living in Vienna. Recent presentations took place on the occasion 

�n�±bU�ÁF��O8�O��nb±b�ObV�	b±���¶�«Ï��Ï7¡��À¼|���¼b±�8¼���8��
�8�b´�8�Y�(�8ÊnÁ���bY�8��b´¼�Ç8�V¬�	b±�����F�¼|�ÀÎÀ½�¶�«�s¼|�

�8Ç8�8�	�b��8�¬¶�(8±8��b��Ï±¼��8�±V�2�b��8��F�¼|�ÀÎÀÀ�¡

MINDY SEU is a designer, educator, and technologist 

��Ç��t�����bÈ�5�±��
�¼Ê¡��b±��8¼b´¼��ÁF��O8¼���V�
Cyberfeminism IndexV�È8´��ÁF��´|bY����ÀÎÀ½¡

I WANT TO SEE HAPPY MONKEYS, 2017


