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The Algorithmic  Brush

An attempt to justify a pseudo-intellectual title
submitted in haste after several ‘gentle’ reminders …

inscriptional technology

“Every mark on the canvas is a choice, an inscription 
 of the body’s pressure against a resistance” 
(Elkins, What Painting Is)

"The brushmark functions as a signifier that points 
 constantly back to its own technological production—
 the speed of the stroke, the thickness of the paste, the 
 architecture of the support” 
(Damisch, A Theory of /Cloud/)





The  Algorithmic  Brush

From the collection of Grace C. Hertlein



The Uncanny Mirror



social foundations of creativity
“cultural technology”

“how art-making ability can work as a hard-to-fake 
signal of biological excellence” (Miller, 2016)

‘signaling systems’

Le Due Luci
Roberto Bernardi
(2012) 



Glenn, Dario, and Tyrone
Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle (1998) 



Kuma Mela 
Marc Quinn (2015)



The Painter Surprised by a Naked Admirer 
Lucian Freud (2004/5) 

Raphael and the Fornarina 
(1814)

Jupiter and Thetis 
(1811)

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres



zero-(human) cost and infinite
A psychological gap: observers may 
recognize the aesthetic quality of an artifact 
while struggling to anchor it to a coherent 
human generative process.



From today, all painting is dead
Paul Delaroche



What can humans do?





Mod ern L I F E  i S  rubb i sh
What we lack is not something to look at but the
time required to look at it. And yet, much of the art 
system continues to behave as if its main task is to 
place yet more images in front of us, with each new 
one entering a stream that is already full (Art Basel)

Monster?

Magic?

or

Mirror?









“A painting is not a picture of an experience, it is an 
experience” 

— Rothko



“we’re neurobiologically wired for these kinds of experiences, and they 
contribute to our health and well-being.” — Susan Magsamen 
(neuroaesthetics researcher)

trait of openness

“Social media generates uniformity. While 
scrolling through social media feeds, it often 
looks like the whole world is following a 
particular trend, especially when a sentiment 
is duplicated by multiple independent posts” 

Elizabeth S. Ling  (The Havard Criticism)

streaming monoculture



Refik Anadol
Echoes of the Earth: Living Archive



conversation 
between the 

art object 
and the 
viewer



… merely recycling images in a giant blender that produces tasteless, odorless 
visual soup. It’s fast-food art for Instagram, presented on plastic plates (Lancelin, 2024)



The [Turner Prize] jury hailed Humeau’s work for its cinematic exhibition making, and praised her 
engagement with ecological and existential themes through inventive forms, speculative 
scenarios and dynamic shifts in scale

Marguerite Humeau’s Torches



Survival 
depended 
heavily on group 
social bonding



“All art, inasmuch as 
it is created to be 
communicated to or 
experienced by 
others, is social.” 
(Helguera)

Christo and Jeanne-Claude (2016)
The Floating Piers





#artselfie



‘Leveraging on ’ … AS A creative ACT
[AI] depends on art already made, on photos already
taken, aesthetic assumptions statistically derived, 
and a language—our language—formed over the 
centuries by acts of communication innumerable 
about whose nature the great machine knows 
nothing





Researched benefits of COPYING
Kentaro Ishibashi and Takeshi Okada

“Creativity occurs when 
you encounter something.”

Participant Group 2:
Copy a picture onto a blank 
piece of paper while imagining 
the painter’s intention.

Then draw original artwork

Participant Group 1:
Draw an original artwork 
each day



Théâtre D'opéra Spatial, Jason Allen (2022) 

624 Text Prompts
Midjourney

Edited Photoshop



Théâtre D'opéra Spatial, Jason Allen (2022) 

human creative input 
was de minimis
(USCO, 2022)





shadow work

Georg Nees

A. Michael Noll



shadow work

Harold Cohen
+ AARON



Vera Molnar (1986) QuadrilatèresVera Molnar (1968-9) Interruptions

Randomness: “enriches the senses”



Wall drawings
Sol Lewitt



Amy Goodchild







Portrait of Edmond de Belamy, GAN + Obvious (2018) 



Generative Adversarial Network (GAN) trained on 
15,000 classical portraits from the 14th to 19th 
centuries



Glenn Brown (2007)
Tart Wit, Wise Humor

“the halls of art history become 
playgrounds for postmodern pranks”

Jean-Honoré Fragonard
(circa 1760) 
Venus and Cupid







“We did some work with nudes and landscapes, and we also 
tried feeding the algorithm sets of works by famous painters. 
But we found that portraits provided the best way to illustrate 
our point, which is that algorithms are able to emulate 
creativity”
(Caselles-Dupré, Obvious Collective) 



Pleasure from understanding

Aesthetic experiences arise from an interaction of three brain systems, 
collectively dubbed the aesthetic triad. 

The sensory-motor system perceives sensory features (such as color 
or movement). 

emotion-valuation system is concerned with feelings of reward

knowledge-meaning system involves the prior knowledge and 
personal experiences that contribute to the significance of the experience



Sustained Attentional Loop



Cute

Insta 

Mind Dump



The artist?
‘If the artist is the one that 
creates the image, then that 
would be the machine,’ 

‘If the artist is the one that holds 
the vision and wants to share 
the message, then that would 
be us’

(Caselles-Dupré, Obvious 
Collective) 

Sougwen Chung



Patrons: History’s Prompt Engineers

Contracts and commissions were the result of a 
collaboration between artists and their patrons, with 
patrons having considerable influence over the 
commissioned painting. 

• the costs and duration of the work

• the visual obligations of the artists (certain level of 

imitation of another artist’s work)

• what pigments artists needed to use (Glasser, 1965)

• replacements for lost works  that fulfil the patron’s 

intentions.



Renaissance clients were buyers of skill (Baxandall, 1988) 

Jochen Mühlenbrink (2024) WP Smile

Alice Jeesu McDonald (2025) 
Unchained Melody
(detail, personal photo,
 National Contemporary Art 
 Awards)



Reconceptualising Labour, Craft & Intent
Anna Ridler (2018)
Mosaic Virus 

“Data becomes visible as a site of 
authorship, where choices about 
inclusion, categorisation, and 
representation shape the final work” 



treat data as a material that carries meaning and 
history while exploring authorship as a distributed 
process that unfolds across human and machine



"The best spot painting you can have by me is one painted by Rachel"



“You have to look at it as if the artist is 
an architect, and we don’t have a 

problem that great architects don’t 
actually build the houses… every 

single spot painting contains my eye, 
my hand and my heart.” 

Damien Hirst



"All the works here were made by the artist himself, personally"

“though art’s formal development has 
progressed at an increasing tempo, its social 
function has regressed” 
(Charlotte Posenenske, 1968)



the art is not the 
images, 
which disappear, 
but the computer 
code 
that creates them

Mario Klingemann
2018
Memories of Passerby I



What is Algorithmic Beauty?

Agnes Martin
(1964) 
The Garden 
(detail)

Parsimonious Code

Symmetry and Structure

Generality



Positive Psychologist
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990)

“The best moments in our lives are not the passive, receptive, relaxing 
times… The best moments usually occur if a person’s body or mind is 
stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something 
difficult and worthwhile,”



“the brain rot of doom scrolling social media 
is coming for your development team…”



Yousuke Ozawa (2014)
Data Visualisation





Distinction emerging between what the art world 
values & what a creative artist does

Influence: as a cause of a process rather than as a cause 
of an action

“Metzinger has learned from Picasso how
to reconcile three-dimensional form with 
the picture plane, by placing the subject in 
shallow depth and fusing it with its 
surroundings” (Golding, History of Cubism)

Jean Metzinger (1910-11) Deux Nus



(a) individual influences individual

(b) individual influences group

(c) group influences individual

(d) group influences group

(b) 

(c) 

(d) 



Agnieszka Kurant (2017)
A.A.I. 

“To talk about any kind of new media or new technology, 
sometimes it’s better to use an analogue technology”



“I don’t think AI is going to replace artists, the act of 
creating art is uniquely human, but what AI will do is 
flood the zone with shit that will create cognitive fatigue 
and you won’t be able to find artist anymore, so a lot of 
artist will just give up”

David Chambers aka Blindboy Boatclub (January 2026)

C O MM U N I T Y  D I S P L A C E M E N T





Glaze works by subtly altering an image in ways that are 
imperceptible to the human eye but disruptive to AI models



“discuss AI not as an inevitable force or a tool to be optimised, but as a cultural and 
relational object that entangles with our ecological, political, and cultural 
environments”



“As an AI – where do you 
come from? Who are your 
creators? Where’s your 
whakapapa from? Bringing 
that stuff forward so that 
concerns around bias, or 
whether Māori were involved 
in its creation, all of that can 
be put to the front.” 

(Te Whenua Walker, 2024, 
para. 13). 



ART IS NATURE

This is us connecting with out with our 
nature. 

I always say this thing about cave 
people, you know, when they were 
painting on the walls of the cave they 
weren’t out clubbing each other, you 
know, to death.

While we are making art we are 
making a nicer, better, kinder world. 
It’s so obvious because we are nicer, 
better, kinder people because we are 
pushing our nature, our senses to their 
personal limits of what we can do, 
that’s within us, that comes from 
nature.



What has taken over the world is 
greed … when you’re making art it has 
got nothing to do with any of those 
issues, it has got nothing to do with 
power, it’s got nothing to do with 
greed … it’s got nothing to do with 
everything that is used against us as 
humans

Art is the absolute antithesis of 
everything bad that is created by 
humans.



… fundamental purpose of art is to affect 
peoples’ relationships with each other, where the 
relationships are themselves important (Aaron 
Herzmann, 2020)

Art maintains its vitality through continual 
innovation, and technology is one of the main 
engines of that innovation (Aaron Herzmann, 
2020)

capability-building

community 
cohesioncultural 

preservation community 
engagement

enriching our 
publics

L O C A L  A R T

E C O L O G I E S
provenance

site specific
output

Replication & theft

Trend homogenization

Capital extraction

E X T E R N A L

G L O B A L  

P R E S S U R E S


