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Abstract
In this work, we ask about the relevance of medieval au-
tomata in modern culture, and about what we can learn
from imagined robots in the distant past about the future
design of robots. Using an iterative and critical making
process, we plan to reconstruct “The Alabaster Chamber”,
or “Chambre de Beautés”, a room-sized robotic structure
that was described in Le Roman de Troie in the beginning
of the 12th century. By prototyping and tangibly introduc-
ing this robotic space among multi-disciplinary scholars
in the fields of human-computer interaction, human-robot
interaction and digital humanities, we set out to provoke
discussion about alternative interactions and experiences
with technology that we may or may not want to consider.

Author Keywords
Historical robots; Critical making; Prototyping; Automata

CCS Concepts
•Human-centered computing → Interaction design the-
ory, concepts and paradigms; Scenario-based design;

Introduction
We present work toward a large-scale robotic prototype,
inspired by “medieval robots” that were imagined and
constructed between the 12th and 15th centuries. In a
recent book on the topic, E.R. Truitt describes notions of
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automata from over 800 years ago; automata that were
intended to physically interact with people and support
social and moral interactions between them [13].

Figure 1: Through a process of
iterative rapid prototyping, we
examined social and moral
interactions with robots inspired
by The Alabaster Chamber.

Using critical making [9], research through design [14]
and prototyping the past [10] approaches, we are iter-
atively reconstructing, discussing and reflecting on his-
torical robots from that era to learn about their potential
relevance and influence on the design of future robots.

Previously, the narrative about robots and their potential
use in the future has been somewhat consistent within
the field of human-robot interaction. It has mostly focused
on utilitarian use [8, 7]. Similarly, the aesthetics of robots,
inspired by science fiction and popular media, usually
have sleek and modern aesthetics, with few research
projects that undermine these conventions [11].

These patterns have emerged in spite of the fact that
robots go back far beyond mass-media consumption. In
1920, Čapek coined the term ‘robot’ in his play, R.U.R, in
which artificial beings work alongside humans and later
rebel [2]. The idea of a robot can be found even earlier;
automata were imagined and constructed as early as the
12th century. In contrast to some of today’s perceptions,
medieval robots were not merely task-oriented, but were
imagined with significant social, moral and cultural roles
and functions, including entertainment and discipline.
They were perceived as being “on the intersection of
magic and technology, foreign and familiar, nature and
manufacture, life and death” [13].

We set out to revisit historical robot perceptions. In par-
ticular, we focus on The Alabaster Chamber described
in the 12th century Le Roman de Troie, a retelling of the
Trojan War by Sainte-Maure [3]. The Alabaster Chamber
was an imagined automated space made of alabaster,

gems and gold, with four automata, one in every corner
of a room. Each automaton was described as a human-
like mechanical figure that had its own role in supporting
social interaction between people. In our reinterpretation
process, we examine robot roles and functionality, as well
their material characteristics (Figure 1).

Our Approach
A combination of methodologies guided this work; Re-
search through Design that sets out to learn through mak-
ing, and consider “what is the right thing to design” [14,
1]; Critical Making, an approach that aspires to step away
from consumer-oriented culture to incorporate a broader
range of human experiences, values and emotions in
the design of technology [9]; Speculative Design that
uses provocative fictions about how things could be to
understand the present and discuss the desired future [4];
and Prototyping the Past, an approach that encourages
designers and researchers in digital humanities to use
prototyping as a form of humanistic inquiry [10].

The Alabaster Chamber
Researching and analyzing the characteristics of me-
dieval automata led us to focus on The Alabaster Cham-
ber as inspiration for our prototype. The chamber has
many of the recurrent characteristics across different me-
dieval robots, but it is also one of the most sophisticated
and interesting in its implementation. It is described as
a room made of alabaster with automata on four pillars
in its four corners. The robots are made in human-like
shape, cast in gold and decorated with gems. Each robot
is described with its own function and role [3].

The first is portrayed as a maiden that holds up a mirror,
and encourages people in the room to ensure their social
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performance is at its best. It helps individuals feel self-
confident and avoid mockery.

Figure 2: A prototype of the
Medieval Robots exhibition.

The second robot, also a maiden, is capable of many
acrobatic feats to capture and entertain guests. Here
too, its role is primarily social—it keeps guests inside the
room for as long as needed to avoid offending the host
by leaving early. When it stops performing, it implicitly
signals to guests that it is time to leave.

The third robot is a music-playing male automaton. The
music is used to avoid overhearing others’ conversations,
while being able to hear your own. The music is intended
to make sure that individuals stick to their own conversa-
tions, and avoid gossip or being “gripped by foolish ideas,
unpleasant thoughts or ridiculous desires” [12].

The last male automaton is perhaps the most mysterious
one; its goal is to watch every individual in the room and
make sure they are “behaving properly.” If it notices some-
one out of line, it sends a discreet and direct message
to help that person correct their behavior. The text does
not describe what kind of behaviors it observes, or how it
signals to an individual [12, 13].

The Alabaster Chamber expresses three types of behav-
ioral codes [12]: (1) Social—the robots’ role is primarily to
support social interaction between people; (2) Moral—the
robots embody moral codes of the society they are in; and
(3) Aesthetic—the robots were imagined as made of fine
materials and through diligent crafting.

The Exhibition
We are in the process of prototyping an experience for
audiences. Similar to the original Alabaster Chamber, it
will be presented in a small and automated space. We
are considering an elevator for this purpose, for several

reasons: an elevator is a social space where people may
or may not know each other; it has certain moral and
behavioral expectations; it is confined and can become a
robot in its entirety; it is temporary—people are in and out
after several minutes at most; finally, it is a space where
people largely do not engage in any other activity.

The exhibition will cover the entire interior of an elevator,
inspired by the original aesthetics and functions. Instead
of human-like robots, we developed a concept of non-
anthropomorphic, small scale robots that together make
up a larger social entity. This is because non-anthropomorphic
robots can be designed for the periphery of attention [6],
and set simpler expectations for their capabilities [5].
These characteristics better support our intention to make
interaction between people the foreground of attention,
and the robots discoverable in the periphery, appearing
and disappearing as needed.

The Interaction
As people wait for the elevator, text from the original writ-
ing will be projected on its doors. The text will describe
one of four Alabaster Chamber robots—the one that peo-
ple are going to experience as they enter the elevator.

With the opening of the elevator doors, people will enter
the world of The Alabaster Chamber—a space filled with
robotic spheres made of alabaster-like material on dec-
orative fabric panels (Figure 2). The robotic spheres will
embody one of four medieval robots at a time (the mu-
sician, the acrobat, the dresser or the moral observer),
which will be discoverable during the elevator ride. For ex-
ample, if the “musician” is embodied, when people begin
talking to each other, speaker robots will immediately flip
and play crowd chatter noises just loud enough to mask
the conversation. In the dresser robot mode, when an
individual will be in close proximity to one of the robots,
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Figure 3: The exhibition will be in a confined space, inspired by
The Alabaster Chamber’s aesthetics and covered in interactive
robotic spheres. For example, the robotic dresser will sense
when an individual is close and secretly expose a mirror.

it will reveal a small mirror just for them, allowing them to
check and correct their appearance (Figure 3).

Technical Implementation
The prototype will be implemented through two systems:
The outer system will determine at random which of the
four robots the next elevator ride will embody, and will ac-
cordingly project the original texts on the elevator doors.
The inner system will coordinate with the outer system
and activate an interaction inside, including the corre-
sponding sensors and motors, for each elevator ride. For
instance, if the system indicates the “dresser mode”, all
proximity sensors and mirror robots will be discoverable.

Due to the constraints of interaction within an elevator, the
inner system will be battery powered. To make that possi-
ble, we will use micro-controllers, small motors and simple
sensors. To save energy, we will use sensing to only acti-

vate the system when people are using it. Finally, several
team members will be available to change batteries for
the inner system as needed.

Discussion and Conclusion
To conclude, we set out to investigate and recreate his-
torical robots, and place them in public space as a form
of inquiry into future interaction with robots and agents.
Learning-through-making allows us to critically reflect on
social, moral and aesthetic aspects of robotics, and to
generate discussion about what should or should not be
included within their design.

Our conceptual work fits into the DIS conference theme
of More than Human-Centred Design, as it focuses on
challenging perceptions of robots through a tangible ex-
perience. Gaining insight into how people thought about
robots 800 years ago opens up new sources of inspiration
and new topics for discussion within design and robotics
fields; in particular, how robots may embody social, be-
havioral and moral roles in public spaces.

Given the starting point of an interpretation of robots from
E.R. Truitt’s book Medieval Robots [13], our project also
finds valence in the field and practice of digital humani-
ties, particularly within approaches to critical making for
humanistic inquiry.
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