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On Martine Syms’s Sham
e Space

As we increasingly look to our networked devices for 
dialogue, entertainment, and validation, our innermost 
desires are ever more susceptible to programming. Every 
day, we use wireless networks, social media platforms, 
and artificial intelligence (AI) to disseminate aspects of 
ourselves to the public. Martine Syms calls attention to the 
myriad constructions that influence our public images. As 
we perform success, Syms suggests, we reproduce the 
demands capitalism makes of us. Our desire to look and 
feel happy and healthy is routinely exploited by individuals, 
corporations, and governments. Our sense of the real, 
even our sense of ourselves, may be an artifice imposed 
for profit and control.

Syms’s practice has been dedicated to locating Blackness 
as a foundational condition of U.S. culture. Prior work has 
focused on industries such as film, television, music, and 
literature, whose products are rich with the vernacular 
of Blackness even as they circulate beyond the societal 
bounds constraining Black people. Recently, Syms 
has been researching AI, an emergent technology that 
promises being and becoming beyond what we consider 
strictly human. Unlike entertainment media, AI products 
render Blackness nearly invisible, presenting Syms with a 
field dry of referent, a blank slate to fill with new postures 
and possibilities. 

In Sham
e Space, one component of a multi-part project 

that emerges from this research, Syms layers telecommu-
nications technology and AI with film, image, and text to 
develop an interactive environment that infuses Blackness 
into AI. Here and elsewhere, Syms examines modeling 
as a technique, process, and act—

from its adaptation in 
the development of technology and machine learning to 
its socio-psychological implications. In the development of 
new technology, “threat modeling” is a method of testing 
and improving an application. Security analysts look for 
any vulnerabilities in their products, trying to see them as 
a hacker might, then attempt to safeguard those areas. In 
our society, Black women could be said to play a similar 
role, acting as the survivors and protectors of their families 
and communities, with full knowledge of the structural 
impositions they must endure. In this way, the state of con-
stant threat, and the development of skills to evade such 
threat, are the preconditions for both advanced technology 
and Black womanhood.

In this installation threat models are rendered visible as 
cuts on seven photographic acrylic panels that line the 
perimeter of the installation and video. Each panel holds 

fragmented phrases, questions, and symbols. Phrases 
such as “I’ve been avoidant,” “W

hat do I owe him?,” “I have 
body dysmorphia,” and others visualize internal fear, doubt, 
and shame. Syms’s examination of language as non-linear 
self-talk presents the viewer and user with models that are 
central to the construction of language in both advanced 
technology and psychology. The results are at times 
neurotic to the point of humor and reflect the anxious 
determination of one’s inner monologue. 

At the core of this installation is the interactive video 
M

ythiccbeing (my thick being), inspired by Jennifer Karns 
Alexander’s The M

antra of Efficiency: From
 W

aterwheel 
to Social Control in which she describes the machine’s 
heft as a physical manifestation of power, productivity and 
efficiency. Syms’s M

ythiccbeing is structured in two parts. 
The first features a male avatar performing a day in the 
life of a Los Angeles artist—

a daily experience familiar to 
Syms’s. Morning, afternoon, evening: the character is seen 
in moments of mundanity—

walking, reading, scrolling, 
masturbating—

while wearing a shirt that reads “To hell with 
my suffering.” 

The second component of M
ythiccbeing is a chatbot 

programmed to converse with viewers in the artist’s voice 
via text messages. Unlike conventional chatbots—

de-
signed to be agreeable, usually feminine, entities in service 
to the user—

Syms’s bot is in service to no one. Instead, 
it interacts with users through language that conveys the 
perpetual state of Black consciousness under surveillance. 
Provocative rather than neutral, Syms’s bot communicates 
in comical, existential, and at times disagreeable prompts, 
such as “How do you cultivate joy?” and “Everyone is a 
piece of shit, right?” As users converse with the chatbot, 
animations, images, and text bubbles appear across the 
four monitors, live-editing the narrative of Sham

e Space.

Color has been a key signifier in Syms’s work, often re-
placing the standard white of museum and gallery walls—

a 
gesture that echoes Syms’s choice to replace the standard 
and supposedly neutral AI voice with a resolutely Black 
presence. The color purple specifically has appeared in 
Syms’s work as a reference to Alice W

alker’s 1982 novel, 
and gives viewers cause to utter its title: The Color Purple. 
For W

alker, deep shades of purple are signifiers of the 
power of Black women, but also of the pain they are made 
to endure. In Sham

e Space, however, the walls are painted 
orange and the windows and skylights covered with orange 
gels. The hue is known to construction workers as safety 
orange and to hunters as blaze orange. Here, it establishes 
a tension between the notion of “safe space” and Syms’s 
interest in the vulnerable nature of self-fashioning on 

technological platforms. At the center of the room viewers 
will encounter an unidealized space—

a semi-enclosed 
aluminum structure filled with installation detritus: crates, 
visible hardware, and miscellaneous debris. Syms has 
preserved these materials as a metaphor for the neuroses 
and labor most often omitted from our constructed 
personas. The poet and scholar Fred Moten describes our 
relationship to the mess: 

“Revolution or anti-colonialism, as [Frantz] Fanon says, is 
a program of total disorder, and museums and academic 
institutions clean up messes...The history of the modern 
subject, as codified by [Immanuel] Kant, is about the clean-
ing up of the mess. It’s about the eradication swarm, and of 
fuzz and buzziness...And politics is meant to regulate that. 
But what if this got to be a mess that the Museum chose to 
present rather than clean up?” 1

 If the modern subject is constructed by the eradication of 
the unidealized and our contemporary condition is predicat-
ed on the mass dissemination of the idealized, can Sham

e 
Space be seen as an alternative to our contemporary 
condition? A speculative proposal that engenders visual 
representations of vulnerability and failure? An alternative 
to the dehumanizing behaviors to which we are wedded? 
W

hat is certain is that Sham
e Space presents viewers 

with a model for examining how under-representation can 
be explored through art and technology and, by doing so, 
Syms challenges the illusory promise that technology is 
both a mechanism for freedom and a platform to reflect 
diverse conditions. 

Sham
e Space is the third iteration of Syms’s exploration 

into artificial intelligence and its relationship to constructed 
representations and imposed gestures. This installation 
follows two solo exhibitions, Grande Calm

e at Sadie Coles 
HQ, London, and Big Surprise at Bridget Donahue Gallery, 
New York, in which Syms explored the psycho-technolog-
ical consequences of modeled behavior on the shifting 
boundaries of public and private spaces. 

– Amber Esseiva, Assistant Curator, ICA

1The W
eight of W

ords: Legacies and Futures, A 
Conversation between Johanna Burton, Lia Gangitano, 
Ariel Goldberg, Jack Halberstam

, Fred M
oten, and Eric 

A. Stanley. New York: New M
useum

, 2017. Published in 
the exhibition catalog for Trigger Gender As A Tool and A 
W

eapon, Septem
ber 27, 2017–January 21, 2018.
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