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Abstract 
This paper presents a strategy for disruptive improvisation 
in the form of a game. The material setup of vibration 
technologies and Fluxus style instruction notes became a 
method of inquiry raising questions about economies, 
trades and exchange as forms of being together. The 
flexibility of a digital game system that transmit data (5 
different vibration patterns) while restraining from 
procedures of measuring, evaluating and policing players 
actions, creates a fertile social setting open for ideas, 
associations, affections and social dynamics within the 
playing community.  
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Introduction 
“I Will Give You My Bird If You Promise To Pass It On” is a 
game exploring vibration and patterns of vibration as a 
primary modality. The game uses the Vibropixel technology 
developed by Ian Hattwick1, a modular system of 
vibrotactile devices controlled centrally via the MaxMSP 
software.  

I will describe the game as it developed during a series of 6 
iterative play sessions, April 2017. To start, Vibropixel 
modules were arranged in a room, hidden in corners, 
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window seals, plants, and pots. All Vibropixels were 
programmed to loop in patterns of vibration and pulsating 
light. There were 5 different patterns between 16 Vibropixel 
modules (3-4 modules with the same patterns and a couple 
“odd ones”). The players entered the room with the verbal 
instruction to search for “birds” and to take their time to 
pick one they liked. Inspired by Fluxus-style instruction 
pieces, paper notes with a two-sentence instruction were 
passed around between the players. A total of 4 
instructions intended to initiate 4 different phases of the 
game. The second instruction asked the players to trade 
birds with each other, and to let the trade happen on the 
basis of a condition. One such condition could be “I will 
give you my bird if you promise to pass it on.” The following 
instruction guided the players to become familiar with all 
the birds in the room in order to group the birds with their 
peers. This was an intentionally ambiguous instruction 
forging discussions about identity across differences and 
sameness. The final instruction asked the players to 
arrange the birds on plastic cups, amplifying the sound of 
the vibration and thus players leave the room arranged as a 
landscape and soundscape of vibrating birds.  

Lessons learned 
A common characteristic of digital games is the convention 
of the system to register and evaluate players’ behavior and 
for the system to advance accordingly. “I Will Give You My 
Bird If You Promise To Pass It On” had a predecessor, 
Variation 0. This version had, in addition to the Vibropixel 
modules, an input system of wireless RFID readers that 
completed the game system as a two-way system with 
both input and output. When playtesting Variation 0, I had a 
complete, although rough and sometimes buggy system. I 
noticed, however, that players’ attention was fixed on the 
system, searching for cues, feedback and instructions and 
not on the qualities of vibration patterns and the social cues 

present in a gathering of 7–16 people. I decided that 
Variations 0 was too rushed, too strategic and felt abrupt.  

I skipped the RFID sensors which served to measure and 
evaluate players actions. I instead chose to focus on the 
affective and aesthetic qualities of vibration design and look 
for the social and experiential potential in these. With only 4 
simple instructions and a gathering of 10 players, the first 
play session of “I Will Give You My Bird If You Promise To 
Pass It On” was a step into unknown territory. And indeed, 
the first play through went in unexpected directions. It did 
not pass the first instruction and never reached phase 2. 
After choosing a “bird”, the players made themselves 
comfortable, some sat down on the hard concrete-floor, 
others sought privacy behind tables, and some rested their 
head on other players’ bellies as they took their time with 
the vibrating “birds.” The affinity between players and birds 
grew as did the resistance to engage in exchanges. Only 
one exchange took place.  

After 15 minutes I called the game off. Despite the 
admittedly beautiful surprise, the first play session of “I Will 
Give You My Bird If You Promise To Pass It On” was a 
failure. The player who initiated the only exchange later 
expressed that he did it only because he felt he had to 
follow the instruction given but regretted it, the rest of the 
game he had been missing the calming rhythms of his first 
bird. The following play sessions I redesigned the beginning 
to allow less time and attachment in phase 1.  

The second lesson presented an unexpected emergence of 
storytelling activity. Trading birds for promises and 
promises for birds functioned as prompts for making 
associations, references, conditions, personalities, names, 
histories and preferences. “I think this one is about to die, 
can you please take good care of it?” “ah, this one is similar 

 

 

Figure 1 and 2: From the first 
play session of “I Will Give You 
My Bird If You Promise To Pass It 
On” 

 



 

to Pfff-d over there,” and “I don’t think this one wants to be 
too close to that one.” By the end of phase 2 all the birds 
had names, histories, and personalities. Players had strong 
preferences for certain birds over others, some preferred 
the calm bird over the lively ones while some preferred the 
one with the simple patterns, some preferred those birds 
with vibration patterns they could not “get” and some had 
affection for the odd one, the one with a glitch. The 
instruction for trading prompted for storytelling among the 
players creating a community of birds and human players in 
which differentiated affective relationships set the basis for 
the final arrangements of the birds in the room. The strong 
emotional appeal of the vibration patterns functioned as 
inspiration in the development of these stories and the 
room was filled with negotiations and justifications over 
whether the birds preferred to be with the ones similar to 
themselves, or not.  

Discussion 
Development of interactive systems like digital games 
involves a distribution of tasks and responsibilities between 
system and players. In conventional game systems, it is 
customary to place the task of measuring player behavior 
and policing game rules on the digital system. This makes 
the game robust and relatively unaffected by the social 
environment and playing community within which it is 
played. As Doug Wilson notice in his concept of self-
effacing games, games that retain from enacting these 
procedures, transfers this responsibility onto the players, 
creating a space for interpretation, social negotiations and 
interpersonal tensions2.  

Similarly, play theorist Bernie DeKoven talks about the 
flexible game in which rules change in order to support the 
continuation of the well-playing play community3. The 
simple game system of “I Will Give You My Bird If You 

Promise To Pass It On” presents such a flexibility in which 
players can take the game in directions never imagined by 
the designer.  

As mentioned, this rearrangement of tasks between system 
and players makes the game less robust and vulnerable to 
the temperament of the play community, susceptible to 
lack of engagement and mistreatment. For a commercial 
video game market this presents a problem. For an artistic 
and social context however, these fragile games have a 
dense capacity for relevant and engaging play. As a 
collective and social imagining, play can be fragile and take 
us in unexpected directions. Fragile games might break if 
not played with care, and as such, fragile games raise 
questions of care, play and social imaginary, as a political 
and social responsibility. 

Tactic for Disruptive Improvisation 
I offer to guide the workshop participants through the 4 
stages of “I Will Give You My Bird If You Promise To Pass 
It On.” The full 4 stages take approximately 15 minutes. 
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