
Detailed Project Description
I am seeking funds to produce a set of three light-boxes for a multimedia installation that results from
algorithmic methods that appropriate, deconstruct, and reconstruct popular cinematic depictions of artificial
intelligence (AI). The installation is intended for the TechLab at the Surrey Art Gallery (see attached letter)
and is my first solo exhibition in Canada. The vision for the installation is to include three video channels
and  three  light-boxes  containing  48”  square  prints.  The  exhibition  is  named  for  a  series  of  cinema
appropriation  works  collectively  titled  Watching  and  Dreaming that  was  initiated  in  2014.  The  first
incarnation of the series, Watching and Dreaming (2001: A Space Odyssey) (version 1) (supp mat 3-4), was
most recently shown at the 2016 Digital Art Biennial in Montréal while the most recent work,  Watching
(Blade Runner), debuted at Transmediale in Berlin in early 2017 (supp mat 7-9).

The series was initiated during my doctoral studies during which I developed an artwork, the  Dreaming
Machine, that was framed as both a site-specific digital artwork and also a model of dreaming. My practise
is  situated  between  disciplines  (visual  and  media  arts,  computer  and  cognitive  sciences)  and  involves
developing theories and novel image-making methods that are both informed by, and challenge, empirical
was of knowing. The image-making methods developed for this body of work are conceived as processes of
machine imagination and are a component of my ongoing artistic inquiry into Machine Subjectivity.

I am interested in images as traces of thought that betray those mechanisms that allow us to generate internal
representations of the world. At the root of my artistic inquiry is an epistemological position where subjects
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 objects; these aspects are as much a function of our
imagination as they are of the world as independent of thought.

I use computational systems (digital media) to examine this power struggle between subjects and objects. I
build Machine Subjects that manifest foundational processes that carve regional boundaries from continuity
in  the  formation  of  percepts  and  concepts.  My  machines  categorize,  organize  and  reduce  the  infinite
complexity of the world. In doing so they participate in a process of abstraction that breaks sensed structures
into atomic particles that serve as the material from which new structures are constructed. These ‘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  Watching  and  Dreaming,  these  subjective  processes  of  abstraction  are  used  to  appropriate  popular
cinematic  depictions  of  AI.  Artworks  exploiting  AI  are  ideal  sites  for  artistic  inquiry  into  the  relation
between the objective sciences of thought, brain and mind and the subjective experience of imagination and
mental images. Films 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 personified technologies. Science fiction films are cultural products through which we can understand
ourselves  through  the  lens  of  the  other.  In  deconstructing,  categorizing,  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.



The exhibition will include three Watching video channels, each dedicated to one of the three selected films:
Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), and Lisberger’s TRON (1982). The
software used to create  Watching (Blade Runner) is complete and the production involves applying these
processes to the other two films. 

The  Machine Subjectivity framework includes three core processes: (a) the projection of boundaries in a
continuous  space  of  sensory  information  to  extract  regions,  (b)  the  reduction  of  redundancy  through
modelling and (c) the reconstruction of sensation from learned models. In the case of  Watching (Blade
Runner), frames are broken into (tens of millions of) image components according to colour similarity (A),
then  grouped into  percepts  according to  similarity  (B),  which become the  material  from which  mental
images are constructed (C).

I  am revisiting  2001: A Space Odyssey because of  previous  limitations exceeded in current  work.  The
processes used in Watching (Blade Runner) results in greater richness of imagery because the atomization
processes (A and B) are highly refined; in previous work, blocky edges emphasized a grid structure (supp
mat 4), whereas current percepts are more reminiscent of Sason Salavon’s photographic averages. Percepts
now reflect the underlying statistical  average and also allow for outliers that retain their  photo-realistic
specificity. The production of light-boxes is inspired by the more painterly aesthetic (supp mat 9-10). 

The ephemeral nature and pacing of  Watching (Blade Runner), means the richness of percepts cannot be
sufficiently appreciated. Light-boxes will  allow viewers the opportunity for close readings of the visual
vocabulary (percepts).  By showing these luminous collages in the same space as video projections,  the
installation  facilitates  dialogue  between  moving  and  still  images  constructed  from  the  same  visual
vocabulary.  The  collage  composition  results  from  a  secondary  process  of  machine  imagination  where
percepts  are  arranged according to  the similarity  of  their  shape and colour.  This  emergent  composition
method follows from my Self-Organized Landscapes (supp mat 1-2) series. Beyond percept generation, the
bulk  of  the  production  period  will  be  devoted  to  fine-tuning,  refining  and  responding  to  the  percepts
extracted from the three films in the production of collages.  I  will  work with a light-box manufacturer
(Prime Light Boxes) and photo printer (ABC Photo) for the physical production of the light-boxes.

Viewer Experience:  Upon entering a darkened room with black walls, the viewer is confronted by three
approximately  10’ wide  highly  saturated  and  high  contrast  projections,  each  on  a  separate  wall.  Each
projection has a different character, pacing and colour palette but they are all composed of soft ephemeral
shapes that  blend together and punctuated by hard edges.  Hanging nearby is  a set  of three 48” square
luminous images that appear to hang in space. What begin as abstractions become surprisingly referential
over  time;  the  naturalistic  movement of  the  camera and figures  coalesce  and becomes briefly  readable
before sliding back into abstraction. Viewers familiar with the sources may recognize scenes from Blade
Runner, 2001 A Space Odyssey and TRON in each of the three projections. The viewer settles into seating
reminiscent of the 1970s and watches abstract percepts appear, oscillate and disappear from the image plane.

Sound fills the room and is composed of short but somewhat understandable components. 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 sound-track. The images and sounds are just at the
threshold of readability such that a person familiar with the source films may follow the plot. The viewer
constantly attempts to read the work as cinema and searches for hints of narrative and intelligible dialogue.



At  some  point  this  search  becomes  overwhelming  as  the  images  ebb  and  flow  between  perceptual
readability and the chaotic abstraction of dreams; the viewer eventually tires of their cinematic reading; the
sounds and images overtake them as their  gaze softens and they become entranced. The viewer looses
awareness of time as they settle deeply into the comfortable seating and begins to mind wander, reflecting
on what it  could mean for machines to dream. Once they snap back into self-conscious awareness,  the
viewer stands up to examine the still and luminous images; the viewer realizes that the palette and quality of
each of the three collages are shared with each of the three projections.

Standing in front of each the of three light-boxes, the viewer is struck by the immensity of their complex
structure composed of tens of thousands of miniscule colour regions that form a dense texture. Up close, it
can be seen that these collages are constructed from irregularly shaped components filling a rough frame
floating  in  empty  black  space.  Some  components  are  subtle  gradients  of  colour  while  others  contain
surprising detail and appear photographic. As the viewer scans over each collage, they may pick out forms,
props, and parts of familiar characters and sets from the source films. Stepping away, the viewer’s eye is lost
in complex organic structures where fields of colour softly blend into each other and form macro structures
that span large areas of the image.

Why me, why now? AI has long been the subject of science fiction partially because it allows us to reflect
on our own intelligence and nature as human beings.  Films such as  2001: A Space Odyssey have had
undeniable cultural influence. The notion of intelligence itself is a complex and evolving concept and by
attempting to build intelligent machines, we are confronted with the limits and inconsistencies of our current
conceptions of ourselves.

Since 2007, I have been exploiting AI methods in the service of my artistic practise.  In the context of
Watching  and  Dreaming,  I  focus  on  two  sub-fields  of  AI  in  particular:  computer  vision  and  machine
learning. Computer vision is the attempt to allow machines to make sense of complex visual images while
machine learning enables the automatic construction of models from statistical information. My literal use
of the very tools developed by AI researchers is subversive because they are deployed in a critical context
emphasizing irrationality, and cultural and philosophical tensions outside of the well defined and narrow
environments in which AI is meant to perform. As an artist,  my role is to examine AI not only for its
potential contribution to image-making, but also for how it forces us to confront boundaries between human
and machine, rational and irrational, concept and reality, and subject and object. My work embodies an
inherent tension between the fictional representation of intelligent machines in cinema and my literal use of
those tools employed to appropriate, deconstruct and reconstruct them.

We are in the midst of an age of AI and such tools already lurk in the background monitoring and modelling
us. We are constantly bombarded by products purporting to be ‘intelligent’ in a capitalist context dependent
on the illusions of constant growth and technological progress. I believe art is a mechanism by which we can
open dialogues and point to implications of the increasing autonomy of our machines and the ease and even
enthusiasm with which we accept them. This work is intended to facilitate viewers' questioning of their
implicit  sense of  technological  progress,  the increasing abilities  of machines,  and most importantly  the
cultural and technical lenses through which we construct our sense of self. Watching and Dreaming balances
on the line between fiction and reality, and between abstraction and readability to highlight the constructed
nature of the very concept of intelligence and our increasingly blurry relation to our technologies.
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