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Consumption 
and the Machine: 
Appropriation in 
the Age of AI
BY BEN BOGART

AS AN ARTIST DRAWN TO GENERATIVE 
processes, I am not concerned with com-
positions themselves but with constructing 
systems that generate compositions; this 
approach allows space for indeterminacy 
and surprise. My attraction to systems 
leads my work to an emphasis on autono-
my and machines that execute systems of 
rules (computers and code). Computers are 
empty vessels whose meaning is entirely 
determined by the agents that program and 
use them. Given the formalization of code 
and the flexibility of meaning, computers 
are invaluable as tools we can use to  
understand ourselves. Artificial intelligence 
is both a discipline of understanding how 
minds and intelligence may work, and the 
application of this knowledge to offload to 

machines certain tasks normally completed 
by humans. AI is thus an ideal site to exam-
ine how we conceive of minds, brains, and 
ourselves. Are we conscious agents with 
free will, or are we complex algorithmic 
machines trapped in the illusion that  
consciousness precedes action?

A central theme of my work is the  
relation between humanity (in particular 
brains and mental processes) and compu-
tational systems that we increasingly use  
to model and extend our intellectual capac-
ities. I am interested in an examination of 
the technical and cultural implications  
of seeing ourselves through the lens of 
computation as we increasingly  
reallocate work to machines.

A key component of AI, machine learning 
is concerned with automating the construc-
tion of statistical models. Models are built 
by presenting an algorithm with a corpus  
of data (collections of measurable  
properties) referred to as training data.  
The algorithm ‘learns’ incrementally by 
creating an abstraction (the model) that 
represents statistical properties of  
the training data.Percepts from Watching (2001: 

A Space Odyssey), 2018. Detail. 
Image courtesy of the artist.
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I’ve recently been thinking about this 
process of modelling as a process of con-
sumption or decomposition. That which is to 
be modelled is reduced to a series of mea-
surements, breaking the world into simple 
components. These components are the raw 
material consumed by the machine; quanti-
tative meaning results from the processing, 
filtering, recombination, and restructuring 
of that material. The model is built from the 
bottom up, such that its structure is de-
pendent on both the raw material and the 
‘learning’ process.

The core of my artistic inquiry into ma-
chine learning is a consideration of the 
relation between the training data used to 
construct these models and the structure of 
the models themselves. In this text I will fo-
cus on recent and in-progress bodies of work 
that embody the theme of consumption. In 
some of this work, such as the Watchers 
series discussed below, the concept of 
consumption is expanded to include the 
machine’s act of pop-culture appropriation. 
Influential science fiction films are broken 
down into fragments that serve as raw ma-
terial used to reconstruct a resemblance of 
the original. The machine’s reconstruction 
holds statistical validity, but in no way could 
be mistaken for the film itself. The tuning of 
the parameters and the methods of decon-
struction distance the machine’s model from 
the original. Reconstructions are abstrac-
tions that reflect the biases of the algorithm 
(as well as my own biases embedded in the 
software) regarding what aspects of the 
original are most important and should be 
preserved. This text will also introduce a 
new body of work currently in development 
titled Machines of the Present Consume the 
Imagination of the Past. This work is situ-
ated in painting history. Constituent works 
point to a near future in which AI could 
enable the automatic generation of artworks 
following the whims and fads of the market.

Subjective Machines
While I consider the primary material of my 
work computational processes, I have also 
come to accept myself as an image-maker; 
my work emphasizes the visual. Images man-
ifest thought; they betray those mechanisms 
that allow us to generate internal and external 
representations of the world. 

Representational images allow us to reflect 
not only on how we attend to the world, but 
also how we categorize and conceptualize 
every unique moment of embodied life. 
Just as my inquiry into machine learning is 
concerned with the model in relation to the 
data fed to it, my interest in representation-
al images is concerned with the image as 
imprint of thought in relation to the external 
world it depicts. At the root of my practice 
is an epistemological position where sub-
jects and objects are considered mutually 
constructive. As subjects, we read into the 
world and ignore variation to focus on the 
abstract and quintessential aspects of ob-
jects; these aspects are as much a function 
of our imagination as they are of the world 
independent of us.

We unconsciously build mental models 
of the world that mirror our constructed 
culture and facilitate sensory perception. 
We require such models to resist the con-
stant barrage of sensation, less we recoil 
into the abyss of constant flux, randomness, 
and noise of the world as independent of 
our perception of it. This tension between 
subjects and objects is the very core of our 
nature. We believe we are in control, but 
the independent world always creeps into 
our minds, throwing off our predictions and 
subverting our expectations.

My use of machine learning and AI is an 
inquiry into this power struggle between 
subjects and objects. I build Machine 
Subjects that manifest foundational pro-
cesses that carve imaginary boundaries 
into the underlying continuity of the world. 
My machines deconstruct, categorize, or-
ganize, and reduce the infinite complexity 
of the world as independent of thought. 
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Machine Subjects participate in a process 
of abstraction that breaks sensed structures 
into atomic particles that serve as the raw 
material from which new structures are 
built. The resulting ‘mental’ images are 
of the world—their mechanisms uncover 
underlying statistical truths about the world, 
but they are also of us—they are projections 
of bounded subjective understanding.

In my appropriation works, machines learn 
from cultural artifacts rather than sensory 
information. In deconstructing, categoriz-
ing, predicting, and reconstructing cultural 
artifacts, I emphasize the tension between 
subjects and objects. The machine is both an 
alien subject attempting to understand our 
culture and a cultural object that manifests 
our understanding of ourselves.

Machines Watching Science Fiction
The Watchers is a series of media artworks 
contextualized within a larger body of work, 
titled Watching and Dreaming, that was 
initiated in 2014. Constituent works have 
been shown at the 2016 Digital Art Biennial 
in Montréal, Canada, Transmediale 2017 
in Berlin, Germany, and at the Surrey Art 
Gallery in Surrey, Canada. The body of work 
extends my doctoral research at the inter-
section of cognitive neuroscience, computer 
science, and generative art. My research 

investigated the cognitive and neurological 
mechanisms that allow biological brains to 
build internal representations of the world. 
Dreams, mental images, mind wandering, 
and even sensory perception are enabled 
by systems of imagination that construct 
the real by building models from patterns 
learned from experience. Integral to subjec-
tivity, imagination is a process that imposes 
structure (for example perceptual categories) 
on sensory information. A central argument 
manifested in these dreaming and watching 
machines is that both dreaming and watching 
are highly constructive and depend on shared 
mechanisms of imagination.

The Watchers generate perceptual images 
by deconstructing, learning, and recon-
structing popular cinematic depictions of 
AI. Films in the series are chosen for their 
pop-culture influence, their release during a 
significant age of computer science research, 
and the diversity and richness with which they 
depict the artificially ‘intelligent’ and person-
ified technologies. Such science fiction films 
serve as cultural depictions through which 
we can understand ourselves through the lens 
of the other. Recent pieces in the Watching 
series appropriate Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A 
Space Odyssey (1968), Ridley Scott’s Blade 
Runner (1982), and Steven Lisberger’s TRON 
(1982). 

Watching (Blade Runner), 2016. Still from video. Image courtesy of the artist.
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Percepts from Watching (TRON), 2018. Image courtesy of the artist.

‘Mental’ images are constructed 
by the machine using the same general 
process that operates on frames in the 
original source film such that the ma-
chine’s subjective process:

1. Breaks the frame into image frag-
ments so that each fragment is of 
generally the same color value (mean 
shift segmentation). Depending on the 
film, this results in approximately 30–
47 million image fragments per film.

2. Extracts average color, width, and 
height features from each fragment. 

3. Groups fragments according to the 
similarity of their features (k-means 
clustering) to generate percepts.

4. Constructs visual percepts by 
centering, stacking, and averaging the 
constituent image fragments in each 
group. This results in the generation 
of tens to hundreds of thousands of 
percepts that serve as the visual (and 
‘mental’) vocabulary for each work.

5. Reconstructs each frame in the original 
by replacing each extracted fragment 
with its most similar percept. This is the 
system’s recognition of the fragments 
contained in each frame. By considering 
each fragment (training sample) in re-
lation to the visual vocabulary (model), 
the machine is recognizing each frame 
as a collection of instances of perceptual 
categories, i.e. objects of perception that 
persist over time.
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Watching (2001:A Space Odyssey), 
2018. Image courtesy of the artist.

The sounds in the original soundtrack also 
go through a similar process; the source 
sound is broken into fragments that are 
grouped (according to sonic features) and 
averaged to construct audio percepts. This 
sonic vocabulary is the raw material used in 
the reconstruction of the soundtrack.

The ephemeral nature and pacing of these 
moving-image works mean that the richness 
of their visual vocabulary cannot be suffi-
ciently appreciated during normal viewing. 
I thus created a subseries of works, titled 
Percepts from Watching, that directly  
present a subset of the visual vocabulary. 
These works correspond to each of the three 
audio-visual works and, shown in  
forty-nine-inch square light boxes, they allow 
viewers the opportunity for close readings of 
this vocabulary. By showing these luminous 
collages in the same space as video projec-
tions, the installation  
facilitates dialogue between moving and 
still images. The location of percepts in 
these collages is determined by the  
similarity of their color, width, and height 
such that similar percepts tend to be  
located nearby in the composition.

Watching the Watchers
Upon entering a darkened room with black 
walls, the viewer is confronted by three 
forty-nine-inch tall, highly saturated and 
high-contrast projections. Each projection 
has a different character, pacing, and color 
palette but they are all composed of soft 
ephemeral shapes that blend together and 
are punctuated by hard edges. Hanging 
nearby is a set of three forty-nine-inch 
square luminous images that appear to 
hang in space. What begin as chaotically 
moving abstractions become surprisingly 
referential over time; the naturalistic  
movement of the camera and figures  
coalesce and becomes briefly readable 
before sliding back into chaos.

Viewers familiar with the sources may rec-
ognize scenes from 2001: A Space Odyssey, 
Blade Runner, and TRON. The viewer sits 
down on seating reminiscent of the 1980s 
and watches these abstract forms appear, 
oscillate, and disappear  
from the image plane.

Sound fills the room and is composed 
of short but somewhat understandable 
fragments. Some words are clear, while 
others are muffled, muted, or fragmented. 
Dialogue, music, and sound effects all blend 
together into a diverse shifting and at times 
rhythmically halting soundtrack. The images 
and sounds are just at the threshold 
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These ‘mental’ images manifest the 
machine’s alien recognition of the source 
material. The subjectivity of the machine 
differs significantly from ours. 
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Zombie Formalist (2018) work in progress. Selection of stripe studies. Image courtesy of the artist.
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Palace of Windowed Rocks. (left) Yves Tanguy (1942). Machines of the Present Consume the Imaginations of the Past, 
(right) work in progress (2016). Image courtesy of the artist.

Lucca Madonna. (left) Jan van Eyck (1436). Machines of the Present Consume the Imaginations of the Past, (right) work in 
progress (2016). Image courtesy of the artist.
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