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What is an Image — an artist’s point of view

Image-making, and more particularly art-making, are
considered as rule-based activities in which certain
fundamental rule-sets are bound to /ow-level automatic

cognitive processes (Harold Cohen)
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Image-making, and more particularly art-making, are considered as rule-based activities in which

certain fundamental rule-sets
generates,
tion

involving

are bound to low-level cognitive processes. AARON, a computer-
program, models some aspects of image-making behavior through the action

of these rules, and

in consequence, an extremely large set of highly evocative "freehand" drawings. The
program is described, and examples of its output given.
of the program is discussed in terms of cultural considerations, particularly with respect
to our relationship to the images of remote cultures. An art-museum environment

The theoretical basis for the formula-

implementation

a special-purpose drawing device is discussed. Some speculation is offered concerning

the function of randomizing in creative behavior, and an account given of the use of randomness

in the program.

The conclusions offered bear upon the nature of meaning as a function of an
image-mediated transaction rather than as a function of intentionality.

the structure of all drawn images, derives from the nature of visual, cognition.

1. INTRODUCTION

AARON is a computer program designed to
some aspects of human art-making behavior, and
to produce as a result "freehand" drawings of a
highly evocative kind (figs 1,2). This paper
describes the program, and offers in its
conclusions a number of propositions concerning
the nature of evocation and the nature of the
transaction — the making and reading of images
- in which evocation occurs. Perhaps
unexpectedly — for the program has no access

to visual data — some of these conclusions

bear upon the nature of visual representation.
This may suggest a view of image-making as a

broadly referential activity in which various
differentiable modes, including what we call
visual representation (note 1), share a

significant body of common characteristics.

in some respects the methodology used in this
work relates to the modeling of "expert

systems" (note 2), and it does in fact rely
heavily wupon my own "expert" knowledge of

image-making. But in its motivations it cones
closer to research in the computer simulation
of cognition. This is one area, I believe, in
which the investigator has no choice but to
model the human prototype. Art is valuable to
human beings by virtue of being made by other
human beings, and the question of finding more
efficient modes than those which characterize

They propose also that
human performance simply does not arise.
model  yy expertise in the area of image-making rests

upon many years of professional activity as an
artist — a painter, to be precise (note 3) —
and it will be clear that my activities as an
artist have continued through my last ten years
of work in computer-modeling. The motivation
for this work has been the desire to understand
more about the nature of art-making processes
than the making of art itself allows, for under
normal circumstances the artist provides a
near-perfect example of an obviously-present,
but virtually inaccessible body of knowledge.
The work has been informal, and gua psychology
lacks methodological rigor. It is to be hoped,
however, that the body of highly specialized
knowledge brought to bear on an elusive problem
will be some compensation.

AARON is a knowledge-based program, in which
knowledge of image-making 1is represented in
rule form. As I have indicated I have been my
own source of specialized knowledge, and I have
served also as my own knowledge-engineer.
before embarking on a detailed account of the
program's workings, I will describe in general
terms what sort of program it is, and what it
purports to do.

First, what it is 'not. It is not an "artists'
tool". I mean that it is not interactive, it is
not designed to implement key decisions made by

the user, and 1t does not do transformations
upon 1input data. 1in short, 1t 1is not an
instrument, 1in the sense that most computer
applications in the arts, and in music
particularly, have identified the machine in
essentially instrument-like terms.

AARON is not a transformation device. There is
no input, no data, upon which transformations
could be done: in fact it has no data at all
which it does not generate for itself in making
its drawings. There is no lexicon of shapes, or

parts of shapes, to be put together, assembly
line fashion, into a complete drawing.
It is a complete and functionally independent

entity, capable of generating autonomously an
endless succession of different drawings (note
4). The program starts each drawing with a
clean sheet of paper — no data — and
generates everything it needs as it goes along,
building up as it proceeds an internal
representation of what it is doing, which is
then used in determining subsequent
developments. It 1s event driven, but in the
special sense that the program itself generates
the events which drive it.

It is not a learning program, has no archival
memory, 1s quite simple and not particularly
clever. It is able to knock off a pretty good
drawing — thousands, in fact — but has no
critical judgment that would enable it to
declare that one of its drawings was "better"
than another. That has never been part of the
aim. Whether or not it might be possible to
demonstrate that the artist moves towards
higher goals, and however he might do so
through his work, art-making in general lacks
clear internal goal-seeking structures. There
is no rational way of determining whether a
"move"” is good or bad the way one might judge a
move 1in a game of chess, and thus no
immediately apparent way to exercise critical
judgment in a simulation.

This lack of internal goal-orientation carries
with it a number of difficulties for anyone
attempting +to model art-making processes: for
one thing, evaluation of the model must
necessarily be informal. In the case of AARON,
however, there has been extensive testing.
Before describing the testing procedure it will
be necessary to say with more care

distinguishing here between the program's goals
and my own — what AARON is supposed to do.

Task Definition.

It is not the intent of the AARON model to turn
out drawings which are, in some ill-defined and

loosely-understood sense, aesthetically
pleasing, though it does in practice turn out
pleasing drawings. It 1is to permit the

examination of a particular property of
freehand drawing which i

I will call, in a
deliberately general fashion, standing-for—
ness.

The Photographic "Norm"

One of the aims of this paper 1is to give
clearer definition to what may seem intuitively
obvious about standing-for-ness, but even at
the outset the "intuitively obvious" will need

to be treated with some caution, in
particular, we should recognize that unguarded
assumptions about the nature of "visual"

imagery are almost certain to be colored by the
XXth century's deep preoccupation with
photography as the "normal" image-making mode.
The view that a drawn image is either:

1. representational (concerned with the
appearance of things) , or
2. an abstraction (i.e. fundamentally

appearance-oriented, but transformed in the
interest of other aims) or,

3. abstract (i1.e. it doesn’t stand for
anything at all),

betrays just this pro-photographic filtering,
and 1s a long way from the historical truth.
There is a great wealth of imagistic material
which fits none of these paradigms, and it is
by no means clear even that a photograph

carries its load of standing-for-ness by virtue
of recording the varying light intensities of a
particular view at a particular moment in time.

It is for this reason that image-making will be
discussed here as the set of modes which
contains visual representation as one of 1its
members. It is also why I wused the word
"evocative" in the first paragraph rather than
"meaningful”. My domain of enquiry here is not
the way in which particular meanings are
transmitted through images and how they are
changed in the process, but more generally the
nature of image-mediated transactions. What
would be the minimum condition under which a
set of marks may function as an image? This
question characterizes economically the scope
of the enquiry, and it also says a good deal
about how the word "image" is to be used in
this paper, though a more complete definition
must wait until the end.
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What is an Image — Contemporary painting — Mark Bradford
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What is an Image — Contemporary painting — Julie Mehretu
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Urban Nature
1975-1980

Gelatin silver prints 24"x30"

Canadian Museum of Contemporary
Photography, Ottawa and others

http://www.mat.ucsb.edu/~g.
legrady/glWeb/Projects/Ip/Urban.
html

Beginning in 1969 to around 1980, my
photographic projects fit into a genre
of image making heavily influenced
by the documentary tradition. This
mode of fine arts photography
concentrated on documentation

in the journalistic sense of
photographing scenes, cultural
events and environments one came
across by chance or circumstance.
The focus was on a balance between
the chance encounters of interesting
or banal subject matter and its visual
orchestration according to a lexicon
of formal compositional strategies.
The game lay in a contrast between
the veracity of the photographic
image and the shift in meaning that
occurs when the photographer
conscientiously explores how real-
time and real space are reduced and
transformed through the freezing of
amoment into a two-dimensional
image.

The activity of walking around
looking for visually interesting studies
and chance events in urban and
suburban environments was replaced
by visits to construction yards at
night, which further shifted the
emphasis towards formal resolution
of visual elements. 20th Century

technical, and evidential photographs
that were done for reasons other than
aesthetic, were guiding models. The
prioritization of the photograph'’s
formal orchestration over its subject
matter addressed the historical

and ongoing dialogue between
photography and painting, where the
gesture based construction process
of painting was challenged by the
mechanical recording process of the
photograph.

From 1974 onwards, | began to
explore the balance between order
and chaos in visual compositions,

a precursor to my later interest

in Claude Shannon’s Information
Theory. The approach consisted

of studying the visual relationship

of cluttered, banal and uneventful
subject matter (a form of noise) in real
space and to orchestrate the subject
matter defined by the rectangular
frame of the image to achieve a
formal balance. The emphasis was on
the act of formal structuring and the
image’s success resided in the degree
of difference between the image’s
order in contrast to the subject
matter’s chaos. The use of strobe
lighting in daylight and darkness,
further distanced the photographic




What is an Image — From 2D to 3D Carlos Garaicoa






