
CS181DT Class 9: Creative Coding

p5.js generative piece by shvembldrSketch Aquarium by teamLabArcs by Zach Lieberman



Class 9 agenda
• Zipcrit  

• PM3 artwalk 

• Mini lecture: Creative coding 

• Break 

• Creative coding studio in p5.js



Press Fit Kit Lightning Crit (8 min)

• 1 index card + 4 post-its 

• On the index card, write how many sheets of new plywood you used and any 

messages to your audience 

• I’ll collect these at the end so the course can pay the HMC makerspace :) 

• 4 post-its: initial impressions for 4 pieces 

• Every piece should have at least 2 comments



Intro to Creative Coding



Creative coding
• Code written to be expressive rather than functional 

• Many “domain specific languages” (DSLs), such as…

openFrameworks (C++) Processing (Java)

Processing.py

p5.js

Processing 
for Android

Processing 
for Pi

Compared to non-coding digital art 
tools (like Photoshop), what kinds of 

art can only be made with code?



Use cases

Video Jockeying (VJing)Interactive Art Algorithmic art



Community oriented
• “From the beginning, Processing was 

designed to be as simple as possible for 

beginners, knowing that its simplicity would 

also benefit more experienced users as 

well.” 

• “[…] to empower people of all interests and 

backgrounds to learn how to program and 

make creative work with code, especially 

those who might not otherwise have access 

to these tools and resources.”



Accessible to new programmers
• Language designed in 

response to a frustration of 

the cultural elitism of 

programming 

• Learning through editing lots 

of community made 

examples and tutorials, or in 

person workshops
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Accessible to new programmers, 
but different than manually making art
• Language designed in 

response to a frustration of 

the cultural elitism of 

programming 

• Learning through editing lots 

of community made 

examples and tutorials, or in 

person workshops



• Directly manipulate the output 

• Immediately observe how 
actions result in changes 

• Allows for open-ended 
exploration

Artwork Canvas Artwork Canvas

• Manipulate abstract symbols (code) 

• Programming and execution are separate, 
unclear which pixel is caused by which 
line of code  

• Requires more linear structure and 
building blocks before exploring



Your turn: p5.js studio





p5js.org editor.p5js.org 

http://p5js.org
http://editor.p5js.org


setup() called 
once at the 
beginning

draw() called in a 
loop

Javascript syntax



background(color)

Useful functions
fill(color)

applies to all shapes after

what kinds of shapes?

line(x1, y1, x2, y2) 

ellipse(x, y, w, [h]) 

rect(x, y, w, [h]) 

…

color can be 

- 1 argument: grayscale 
value (0-255) 

- 2 arguments: grayscale 
value & opacity (0-1) 

- 3 arguments: (red, 
green, blue) (0-255) 

- 3 arguments: (hue, 
saturation, value) 

- 1 argument: hex code 
'#00ff00' 

- 1 argument: CSS 
named color 'magenta' 

- and more!



Read the reference docs!!!



Useful functions
<old settings> 

push() 

<new settings> 

pop() 

<old settings> 

translate(x, y) 

transformations stack & apply to objects after

rotate(angle) …

translate(20, 0) 

translate(50, 0) 

translate(70, 0) 

same thing





Your task: edit Kaleidoscope example
• Examples (sidebar) -> Repetition -> 

Kaleidoscope 

• Paste example code into editor 

• Make at least 3 meaningful lines of code 

changes resulting in a visually different piece 

• Learning goal: experiment with p5.js, just 

change random variables and see what 

happens, understand creative coding process 

• Save and upload drawings on Canvas (p5.js art 

gallery assignment)



Instructions
• First, no coding: browse the Reference and Tutorial 

links to understand the p5.js API and brainstorm 

changes you can make (~ 5-10 min) 

• Pair program to change the kaleidoscope example 

• Make at least 3 meaningful lines of code changes 

resulting in a visually different piece 

• Save and upload drawings on Canvas (p5.js art gallery 

assignment) 

• If you’re done early, type a short reflection: How did this 

experience differ from other kinds of coding? What was 

challenging about the process of being expressive? 





Class 9 recap
• TODOs: 

• By Wednesday’s class: 

• RRs x 2 (remember, you can drop 4!) 

• Recommended deadline for PM4’s storyboard 

• Next week - pre-fall break push!! 

• Monday: PM4 (3D printing for protest) 

• Weds: Project group formation 


