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Wooden Mirror Critique Outline 
 
I. Introduction 

A. Description of the Wooden Mirror 
1. Piece of interactive art by Daniel Rozin. 
2. 830 (or 835, as Rozin himself offers conflicting numbers) tiny wooden panels, or pixels. 

a) Each wooden pixel is on a small servo motor that allows it to rotate upwards or 
downwards. 

b) Lights from above shines on canvas. The angle of each pixel changes how much light it 
reflects, and thus its perceived brightness. 

3. Tiny video camera in center of work records the viewer, pixelates their movements, and 
“reflects” their image back to them in real-time via the canvas. 

B. “phenomenology - branch of philosophy concerned with elements of human experience ... not 
looking for a truth independent of our own experience” (Dourish 2004) 

C. “user-centered design is phenomenological because it is grounded in, its source of data originates 
in, the understandings, interpretations and practices of users ... not the external world as such” 
(Bardzell 2009) 

D. “critical approaches can help us think about how we as designers construct knowledge about 
artifacts and users” (Bardzell 2009) 

E. This critical essay aims to demonstrate that Wooden Mirror is a compelling interaction because: 
1. It builds upon and reinterprets familiar interactions. 
2. It situates its interactions in the world with you. 
3. Its pixels are themselves meaningful. 

 
II. The Wooden Mirror builds on, and reinterprets, familiar interactions. 

A. Introducing interaction, embodiment, and interactions in general. 
1. “intuitive interaction” (G. Smith) 
2. “capitalize on our physical skills, familiarity with real world objects... make computation 

manifest itself in the real world similar to how we encounter other phenomena” (Dourish 
2004) 

3. “life-world - the intersubjective, mundane world of background understandings and 
experiences of the world ... natural attitude of everyday experience” (Dourish 2004) 

B. Interactions with mirrors and other reflective surfaces. 
1. You interact with the Wooden Mirror as a mirror, but it’s not functional as a mirror. You 

can’t check yourself out in it, see if you have food stuck in your teeth, etc. 
2. As a low-resolution, ambiguous display, the Wooden Mirror is an abstraction of a mirror. 
3. Besides the tiny placard next to the work, nothing actually tells you it’s a mirror. You 

describe and sense-make that yourself (phenomenology). despite the abstraction, we 
recognize that the wooden pixels respond to our movement and produce a low-resolution 
image of ourselves. It changes over time, responds to our approaching the work, responds to 
other people around us, etc. 
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C. Interactions with video cameras and other recording technology. 
1. “mediating effects of computer activity on consciousness, learning and development” (Gay & 

Hembrooke 2004). 
2. The Wooden Mirror is a mediated experience, remediating existing media and interactions. 
3. Video cameras, surveillance cameras, closed-circuit television, etc. All familiar interactions. 

a) The camera of the Wooden Mirror is generally positioned at eye-level, so it has been 
deliberately constructed to capture faces. It records and displays the viewer in real-time. 
It does not display a remote locale, or its own location from another viewing angle. 

b) However, the image it produces is reflected along the y-axis, so it’s unlike watching 
yourself on a live recording, and more like watching yourself in a mirror. It’s not 
attempting to produce a true, albeit low-resolution image of the world. It is deliberately 
reversed to represent a mirror. 

4. The fact that the Wooden Mirror it is a mirror deliberately situates the experience as 
belonging to the person interacting with it. 

D. Interactions with the physical world. 
1. “ad hocing ... people apply knowledge from one context to another” (P. Smith) 
2. The response of the mirror is sensual and tactile, without even touching it. 
3. Like running your hand through sand. 

E. Through its interactions, the Wooden Mirror actively constructs its ideal user. 
1. “constructs matter” (Bardzell 2009) 
2. “every piece of software reflects an uncountable number of philosophical commitments and 

perspectives without which it could never be created. software depends inevitably on our 
ideas about representation and reality” (Dourish 2004) 

3. The mirror takes a passive role, responding obediently to user input. It positions itself as 
subservient to humans, who dominate and control it with their presence. 

4. You are able to influence the Wooden Mirror, and thus the real, physical world, by your mere 
presence. 
a) The pixels react to you, and you can control the mirror, bend it to your will, with nothing 

but your face. 
b) In a way, the Wooden Mirror grants its audience the ultimate superpower; the ability to 

move objects in space by your mere presence. 
c) While symbolizing a unity between nature and technology, between analog and digital, 

the Wooden Mirror furthers the notion that technology should be subservient to man, 
even when they occupy the same space. Awkwardly, through its unity between nature 
and technology, the mirror seems to symbolize that man should continue to dominate 
over nature as well. 
 

III. The Wooden Mirror exists in the world with you. 
A. The Wooden Mirror bridges the gap between the physical world and the virtual world, by 

situating the pixelated virtual world in space with you, and having it interact with your 
environment (reflecting light, producing sound, etc.). 

B. Dourish and Embodied Interaction 
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1. “as physical beings, we are unavoidably enmeshed in a world of physical facts” (Dourish 
2004) 

2. “Dasein - the essence of being human ... Heidegger’s ... translates to “being-in-the-world”” 
(Dourish 2004) 

3. “Dasein is embodied being. it is not embedded in the world, but inseparable from it ... it 
makes no sense to talk of it having an existence independent of the world” (Dourish 2004) 

4. “embodied skills depend on a tight coupling between perception and action” (Dourish 2004) 
5. “embodiment is foundational, out of which meaning, theory and action arise ... action and 

meaning all take place in the world” (Dourish 2004) 
C. Embodied Interaction and the Wooden Mirror 

1. The Wooden Mirror uses the real world as a medium for interaction. “using the real world as 
a metaphor for interaction, and using it as a medium for interaction” (Dourish 2004) 

2. the quick responsiveness of the wooden mirror allows us to draw on our embodied skills, our 
skills with the felt, physical world. 

D. The Wooden Mirror reflects real light in the room with you, rather than producing its own. 
1. Interacts with “light in the world” rather than its own (as with traditional pixelated displays). 
2. Demystifies the process of how a digital image is produced and displayed, by embodying the 

activity in the felt, physical world. 
3. The Wooden Mirror reflecting light. (OULearn, 0:30-0:34) 
4. The Wooden Mirror’s overhead lights. (OULearn, 0:48) 

E. The Wooden Mirror interacts with the museum space. 
1. As the mirror moves, it produces a pleasant clattering sound. (OULearn, 0:08) 

a) Sound is delightful, and reminiscent of dominoes, Scrabble, clattering wood tiles, etc. 
b) “aural feedback” (G. Smith) 
c) Uniqueness of pixels that produce sound. The pixels of the Wooden Mirror engage 

multiple senses. Its responses and movements have a real effect on the world. 
F. The Wooden Mirror is constructed from familiar natural materials, giving it a sense of warmth. 

1. Further blurs the line between physical and virtual, analog and digital. 
a) The mirror is physical and in the world. “physical, mechanical components of 

electromechanical objects ... physical world and computer’s virtual world feel far apart 
from one another” (G. Smith) 
 

IV. The pixels that comprise the Wooden Mirror are themselves meaningful and valuable. 
A. The pixels, in their individuality and uniqueness, are individually meaningful. 

1. More than 800 individual wooden pixels. 
2. Each individual pixel is physical, real-world, analog, and non-abstract. 

(1) Giving physical form to something that is traditionally virtual (pixels). 
(2) Each wooden pixel is unique. They have unique wood grains, textures, staining, 

reflections, knots, pockmarks, imperfections, etc. (OULearn, 1:13-1:14) 
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(a) Unlike computer pixels, these imperfections are acceptable. Manifested in the 
real, physical world, the slight differences between each wooden pixel make it 
more real. 

b) We ascribe life, personality and intentions to the individual pixels, as though each one is 
a living, thinking being. 
(1) We project ourselves into the place of the pixels (intersubjectivity). 
(2) Almost as though they’re faces looking up, like a person looking to the sky, basking 

in the warm glow of the sun, or a sunflower tracking the sun. (OULearn, 0:56-0:58) 
(3) Dead and “stuck” pixels affect you emotionally. Sad, like someone who has been 

left out of a game that all his peers are playing. (OULearn, 1:03) 
B. The pixels are meaningful at a collective group level as well. 

1. The coordinated action of numerous pixels to achieve a desired result. 
a) An accurate representation of your actions and movements in front of the Wooden 

Mirror. 
b) The pixels act like a flock of birds, guided by a shared mind. 
c) The pixels act like a shimmering school of fish. (OULearn, 1:40-1:41) 
d) The pixels act like wind blowing across a grassy field. (OULearn, 0:37-0:41) 

2. “Ghosting” of images as the system struggles to keep up with rapid and large-scale motions. 
a) Lagging, ghosted images such as those on old CRT monitors (life-horizon), etc. 

(OULearn, 2:03-2:04) 
C. The perceptual interaction between the pixels at an individual level, and the pixels at a collective 

level, results in a multi-scalar environment. 
1. Layers of Abstraction 

a) At the most real, each pixel is a tiny square of wood that exists in the world, reflects light, 
can move over time, has a grain, knots, imperfections, etc. 

b) At the most abstract, each wooden pixel is just a value of brightness that changes over 
time. 

2. Individual Pixels versus Unified Group 
a) perceiving individual characteristics of each pixel, or perceiving the composition as a 

whole. 
b) Sometimes you perceive the individual pixels, sometimes you perceive the “reflected” 

representation of yourself. 
c) This bistability of perception makes the work exciting and mentally engaging (like the 

Rubin vase and other optical illusions). 
D. Through the movement of its pixels, the Wooden Mirror exhibits lifelike qualities. 

1. The movement of the individual wooden panels are familiar, and have their origins in the felt, 
physical world. 
a) Waves, flocks of birds, schools of shimmering fish, etc. 
b) The panels rotate up and down, like the tiny players on a foosball table. 

2. It certainly isn’t alive, but its movements cause us to ascribe lifelike qualities to it anyway. 
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3. Its parallels to life are actually quite minimal. It doesn’t clatter in joy when a beautiful person 
walks by, it doesn’t clatter for attention, it doesn’t sulk when ignored, etc. Even so, it still 
seems lifelike. 

4. We can imagine how a pixel would protest, grind and shriek should we use a finger to 
prevent it from moving to its desired position (to ascribe “desire” to a wooden pixel further 
illustrates this point). 

5. Without human intervention, without a viewer, the mirror is lifeless and dead. 
a) Phenomenology of reading. “text is only actualized in reading” (Bardzell 2009) 
b) We give the Wooden Mirror life through our presence, through our motions, through our 

movements and interactions with it. It relates and responds to us, to our presence. 
 

V. Conclusion 
A. The Wooden Mirror builds on, and reinterprets, familiar interactions. 
B. The Wooden Mirror exists in the world with you. 
C. The pixels that comprise the Wooden Mirror are themselves meaningful and valuable. 
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