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Australia Council for the Arts 
Peer Assessment Panel 
372 Elizabeth St 
Surry Hills NSW 2010 
 
 
6 June 2016 
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
Support letter for Chris Rodley, Andrew Burrell and Mitchell Butel 
collaboration (working title: The Collaborator) 
 
I write in support of the application before you for funding to support the 
creative development of “The Collaborator.” 
 
I have had the advantage of working with Chris and Andrew before, in my 
capacity as Artistic Director at Underbelly Arts. In 2013 we commissioned 
the project “Everything is Going To Be OK” as part of our Festival, 
presenting it on Cockatoo Island to crowds in excess of 7,000. The work was 
a dynamic presentation of live Twitter data, unfolding as a play. The work 
was a highlight of that year’s festival – a poignant yet playful comment on 
interaction, AI and intimacy. 
 
I was excited to learn of a follow up collaboration between these two 
exciting artists, this time collaborating with actor-director Mitchel Butel.  
 
Chris's project aims to develop the first ever "artificially intelligent actor", 
which is able to interact freely and autonomously with a human 
interlocutor on stage in a live show. This is a significant technical and 
artistic goal, which will require advanced expertise in both developing 
chat-bots as well as speech recognition, and literary and dramaturgical 
skills. As such, it would represent a world first, a strong reflection of both 
the capacity and importance of Australian experimental arts. 
 
To achieve the ambitious aim, Chris has brought together a team of leading 
practitioners recognised for their work in either programming and/or 
theatre. He and team member Dr Andrew Burrell (lead programmer/artist) 
have worked together on a string of projects, including the Underbelly Arts 
collaboration listed above. This project went on to be shown in 
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Carriageworks and at the Electronic Literature Organization Media Arts 
Show in Milwaukee. They have also individually and collaboratively 
produced several other similar projects which have toured Australia and 
internationally, including the popular story-generating Twitter bot Magic 
Realism Bot. The third team member, Mitchell Butel, is one of Australia's 
leading actors and is the recipient of multiple Helpmann Awards. Three 
other programmer-artists will also assist in the machine learning 
technology required for the project.  
 
Having worked closely with hundreds of artists at an early career level, 
including internationally, I am always to excited to see an artist whose 
work I have long admired move beyond the restraints of an early career 
practice. I see this very clearly in this next step for Chris.  
 
This major development project will have a highly significant impact on 
Chris's artistic career. In the short term, will provide the foundational 
technology for a touring festival show including the 'artificial actor' and two 
other human actors. In the longer term, it may well help to form the 
foundation of an entirely new genre of theatre that is performed by non-
humans. The research and development will also deliver a suite of theatre 
technology tools such as automated dialogue generation and theatrical 
speech recognition which may be used in a range of artistic contexts by the 
artistic team or the wider community. 
 
I could not recommend Chris and his work to you enough, and encourage 
you to support this application. 
 
 
Warm regards, 
 

 
 
Eliza Sarlos 
Artistic Director of Underbelly Arts (2012 – 2015) 


