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In the art world, very recently (in October 2018), a sale at Christie’s created a stir 
and raised a great deal of controversy. The cause of all this was the “portrait” of an 
imaginary gentleman, Edmond de Belamy, whose “author” is a generative 
adversarial network (known as GANs for short) (see the portrait at the beginning of 
this article). This type of system has been developed by Ian Goodfellow et al. in 2014. 
GANs take advantage of the fact that neural networks used in deep learning, and 
that are proven to be so efficient in many cases, in particular for image and language 
recognition, are nevertheless easy to deceive. Hackers have not been the last to 
notice. The originality of GANs is to use this weakness by transforming it into a force 
to improve the performance of the network. GANs thus put two neural networks into 
competition. The first network (the generator), trained with a massive database 
provided to it during learning as examples, generates an image. The second network 
(the discriminator) must determine the origin of the image: is it an image taken from 
the database, or an image created by the generator from the examples that have 
been provided? The goal is to generate an image as close as possible to the examples 
contained in the database, in order to trick the discriminator. In the case of the 
"portrait" of Edmond de Belamy, the generator was fed during its training with a huge 
database made up of painted portraits from the 14th to the 20th century. At the end 
of the process, the GAN generated thousands of portraits from which the one sold at 
Christie's was selected, printed, framed and signed using a fragment of the code used 
("min G max D x [log (D (x))] + z [log (1 - D (G (z)))]”) by Obvious, a group of French 
students (Hugo Caselles-Dupré, Pierre Fautrel and Gauthier Vernier). The "work" was 
sold to an anonymous buyer for $ 432,500. 
  
The controversy was sparked by several factors. First, the members of the collective 
are not the authors of the code used in the production of the "work". The author of 
the code is Robbie Barrat, a young developer and artist who took the opportunity to 
start a discussion on Twitter about this. 
  
The other controversial factors are of particular interest to us here, because they again 
raise the questions discussed above. Obvious members attribute the creation of their 
work to the algorithm. Their motto is: "Creativity is not just for humans." 
  
But how true is this statement? And if it is true, does it change the nature of portrait 
painting? Can a machine be the creator of anything? And what does it feel like to be 
a computer that makes art? Can the machine be considered to have intentional 
states? Must a machine to be creative have to be considered to have intentional 
states? In what sense can computer generated art be considered representational? 
And what does it represent? What can computer generated art teach us about 
creativity? 
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"The devil, commenting on the first man's first drawing on Earth, whispered 
into his ear: "That's good, but... is it art?" (Orson Welles, F for Fake, 1972). 

  
Throughout the twentieth 
century, many artists have 
taken on the task of 
questioning and constantly 
stretching the limits of what art 
is, or could be; especially so in 
so-called conceptual art. Less 
an artistic movement as such, 
the latter corresponds with the 
artist's adoption of a critical 
point of view that leads him to 
take position in his work, or 
rather to make the work itself a 
positional stance with respect 
to the art world, and to the 
world itself. The border lines 
between art and business, in 
particular, between the object 
traditionally called "art object" 
and the manufactured object, 
have been examined and their 
legitimacy questioned. But 

what makes a work of art a "work of art" in this context is the flawless simplicity of the 
typical gesture of conceptual art at its best, as well as its innovative and provocative 
character. The value of the "work" here merges with the assurance with which the 
artist moves from intention to action. This value is also a function of the way in which 
said intention and said action are received perceived in the world of art in which they 
are embedded. 
 

Portrait of Edmond of Belamy, 2018, by AI artist “min 
G max D x [log (D(x))] + z [log(1 – D (G(z)))]”. 
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Intention. So the word have been uttered. Can there be a work of art without 
intention? "I want to be a machine," said Andy Warhol in 1963. Nowadays, machines 
are becoming artists. But can they really want it? 

  
 Computer-generated art dates back to the 
1950s and is far from being a new 
phenomenon. The term "computer art" itself 
dates precisely (is it a coincidence?) from 1963; 
and the first article on the subject appeared in 
1964. This article is aptly entitled "The 
Electronic Computer as an Artist". In the 1990s 
and 2000s, the advent of the web allowed 
“web” or “digital” art to flourish in multiple 
forms, emphasizing the interactivity with the 
spectator / visitor facilitated by this new 
medium. 
 
 
 

The CIAC’s Electronic Magazine published 
between 1997 and 2014 forty thematic issues 
which each explored a facet of this type of art. 
Two of those issues are worth mentioning in the 
context of AI art: issue 19 devoted to 
randomness in art (published in 2004) and 
issue 24 (published in 2006) to the concept of 
constraint. In these issues, we often went back 
to pre-computer time to look at the interplay 
between chance and necessity, the intentional 
and the unintentional typical of many artistic 
projects throughout history, and in particular 
since the beginning of the twentieth century - 
from exquisite corpses to OULIPO to computer 
generative art - in order to recall the roots of 
web art and to understand its nature. Thus 
Evelyne Boudroux, lecturer in Information and 
Communication Sciences at the National Institute of Documentation Techniques 
(INTD) in Paris, observed in issue 24 that "today, generation has become a part of 
many digital works. From the concept of the program text (as Perec employed it in 
his organisational chart "L'art et la manière d'aborder son chef de service pour lui 
demander une augmentation" ("How, irrespective of sanitary, psychological, climatic, 
economic and other circumstances to stack the odds in your favour when 
approaching your Head of Department with a view to requesting an increment"), we 
have moved on to that of the programmed text, a text produced by a program. This 
concept of the program is what the authors Philippe Bootz, Alexandre Gherban, Tibor 
Papp, Jean-Pierre Balpe and Antoine Schmidt have brought to the group Transitoire 
Observable, around the concept of "programmed art and literature". But is it still 
literature? 
 
The same question arises today about "artificial" art, that is, artworks created by or 
with the assistance of "artificial intelligence". Is it still art? 
 

Artificial intelligence is best defined, in the widest sense possible, as the area 
devoted to the construction of "intelligent agents" who receive environmental 
perceptions and perform actions, and who imitate and sometimes surpass 
human behavior. Although artificial intelligence has its roots in logic and 
philosophy of mind, the field was officially born at a conference sponsored by 
the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) in 1956, whre the term 
"artificial intelligence" was coined. Artificial intelligence covers many sub-fields, 
the main ones being robotics, expert systems (knowledge-based) and machine 
learning. 
 

 
Frank Rosenblatt's Perceptron, 1957. Inspired by neurons in the brain, it is the first 
artificial system capable of learning by experience. 

In the early days of artificial intelligence, rule-based systems dominated the field. 
They have proven to be very effective at solving problems and performing tasks 
such as arithmetic operations which can be described as a list of explicit formal 
rules hand-coded by computer experts. But many more intuitive tasks, such as 
speech or image recognition, could not be approached this way, because they 
are difficult to describe formally. In contrast, machine learning systems (so-called 
"learners") do not need an explicit list of instructions to complete a task or solve 
a problem: they learn by themselves by identifying patterns, by making 
generalizations and inferences from the data, on the basis of which they are able 
to make precise predictions on material never encountered before. Machine 
learning is not a new idea. Precursors include Arthur Samuel's checkers program 
created in 1952 and Frank Rosenblatt's perceptron in 1957. Inspired by brain 
neurons, it is the first artificial system able to learn by experience. Machine 
learning systems have experienced a resurgence in recent years, thanks to the 
explosion of big data and the dramatic increase in computer power. Machine 
learning should not be solely assimilated to neural networks (and whose deep 
learning - "deep learning" - is a particularly effective form). Machine learning 
also encompasses other types of learning, each with its own languages and tools 
of choice. 
 

Andreas Mueller,  
For All Seasons, 2005. 
 

Raymond Queneau, Cent mille 
milliards de poèmes, 1961. 

http://ciac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Perceptron.1957.jpg
http://ciac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Image-1.-Andreas-Mueller.-F.jpg
http://ciac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Raymond-Queneau-Cent-mille.jpg


  
2                         3 

Intention. So the word have been uttered. Can there be a work of art without 
intention? "I want to be a machine," said Andy Warhol in 1963. Nowadays, machines 
are becoming artists. But can they really want it? 

  
 Computer-generated art dates back to the 
1950s and is far from being a new 
phenomenon. The term "computer art" itself 
dates precisely (is it a coincidence?) from 1963; 
and the first article on the subject appeared in 
1964. This article is aptly entitled "The 
Electronic Computer as an Artist". In the 1990s 
and 2000s, the advent of the web allowed 
“web” or “digital” art to flourish in multiple 
forms, emphasizing the interactivity with the 
spectator / visitor facilitated by this new 
medium. 
 
 
 

The CIAC’s Electronic Magazine published 
between 1997 and 2014 forty thematic issues 
which each explored a facet of this type of art. 
Two of those issues are worth mentioning in the 
context of AI art: issue 19 devoted to 
randomness in art (published in 2004) and 
issue 24 (published in 2006) to the concept of 
constraint. In these issues, we often went back 
to pre-computer time to look at the interplay 
between chance and necessity, the intentional 
and the unintentional typical of many artistic 
projects throughout history, and in particular 
since the beginning of the twentieth century - 
from exquisite corpses to OULIPO to computer 
generative art - in order to recall the roots of 
web art and to understand its nature. Thus 
Evelyne Boudroux, lecturer in Information and 
Communication Sciences at the National Institute of Documentation Techniques 
(INTD) in Paris, observed in issue 24 that "today, generation has become a part of 
many digital works. From the concept of the program text (as Perec employed it in 
his organisational chart "L'art et la manière d'aborder son chef de service pour lui 
demander une augmentation" ("How, irrespective of sanitary, psychological, climatic, 
economic and other circumstances to stack the odds in your favour when 
approaching your Head of Department with a view to requesting an increment"), we 
have moved on to that of the programmed text, a text produced by a program. This 
concept of the program is what the authors Philippe Bootz, Alexandre Gherban, Tibor 
Papp, Jean-Pierre Balpe and Antoine Schmidt have brought to the group Transitoire 
Observable, around the concept of "programmed art and literature". But is it still 
literature? 
 
The same question arises today about "artificial" art, that is, artworks created by or 
with the assistance of "artificial intelligence". Is it still art? 
 

Artificial intelligence is best defined, in the widest sense possible, as the area 
devoted to the construction of "intelligent agents" who receive environmental 
perceptions and perform actions, and who imitate and sometimes surpass 
human behavior. Although artificial intelligence has its roots in logic and 
philosophy of mind, the field was officially born at a conference sponsored by 
the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) in 1956, whre the term 
"artificial intelligence" was coined. Artificial intelligence covers many sub-fields, 
the main ones being robotics, expert systems (knowledge-based) and machine 
learning. 
 

 
Frank Rosenblatt's Perceptron, 1957. Inspired by neurons in the brain, it is the first 
artificial system capable of learning by experience. 

In the early days of artificial intelligence, rule-based systems dominated the field. 
They have proven to be very effective at solving problems and performing tasks 
such as arithmetic operations which can be described as a list of explicit formal 
rules hand-coded by computer experts. But many more intuitive tasks, such as 
speech or image recognition, could not be approached this way, because they 
are difficult to describe formally. In contrast, machine learning systems (so-called 
"learners") do not need an explicit list of instructions to complete a task or solve 
a problem: they learn by themselves by identifying patterns, by making 
generalizations and inferences from the data, on the basis of which they are able 
to make precise predictions on material never encountered before. Machine 
learning is not a new idea. Precursors include Arthur Samuel's checkers program 
created in 1952 and Frank Rosenblatt's perceptron in 1957. Inspired by brain 
neurons, it is the first artificial system able to learn by experience. Machine 
learning systems have experienced a resurgence in recent years, thanks to the 
explosion of big data and the dramatic increase in computer power. Machine 
learning should not be solely assimilated to neural networks (and whose deep 
learning - "deep learning" - is a particularly effective form). Machine learning 
also encompasses other types of learning, each with its own languages and tools 
of choice. 
 

Andreas Mueller,  
For All Seasons, 2005. 
 

Raymond Queneau, Cent mille 
milliards de poèmes, 1961. 

http://ciac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Perceptron.1957.jpg
http://ciac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Image-1.-Andreas-Mueller.-F.jpg
http://ciac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Raymond-Queneau-Cent-mille.jpg


 

                              C.P. 42105 BP Roy, Montreal, Quebec, Canada H2W 2T3                                                                                                                               C.P. 42105 BP Roy, Montreal, Quebec, Canada H2W 2T3 
                                        514 288 0811 • www.ciac.ca • info@ciac.ca                                                                                                                                    514 288 0811 • www.ciac.ca • info@ciac.ca 

In the art world, very recently (in October 2018), a sale at Christie’s created a stir 
and raised a great deal of controversy. The cause of all this was the “portrait” of an 
imaginary gentleman, Edmond de Belamy, whose “author” is a generative 
adversarial network (known as GANs for short) (see the portrait at the beginning of 
this article). This type of system has been developed by Ian Goodfellow et al. in 2014. 
GANs take advantage of the fact that neural networks used in deep learning, and 
that are proven to be so efficient in many cases, in particular for image and language 
recognition, are nevertheless easy to deceive. Hackers have not been the last to 
notice. The originality of GANs is to use this weakness by transforming it into a force 
to improve the performance of the network. GANs thus put two neural networks into 
competition. The first network (the generator), trained with a massive database 
provided to it during learning as examples, generates an image. The second network 
(the discriminator) must determine the origin of the image: is it an image taken from 
the database, or an image created by the generator from the examples that have 
been provided? The goal is to generate an image as close as possible to the examples 
contained in the database, in order to trick the discriminator. In the case of the 
"portrait" of Edmond de Belamy, the generator was fed during its training with a huge 
database made up of painted portraits from the 14th to the 20th century. At the end 
of the process, the GAN generated thousands of portraits from which the one sold at 
Christie's was selected, printed, framed and signed using a fragment of the code used 
("min G max D x [log (D (x))] + z [log (1 - D (G (z)))]”) by Obvious, a group of French 
students (Hugo Caselles-Dupré, Pierre Fautrel and Gauthier Vernier). The "work" was 
sold to an anonymous buyer for $ 432,500. 
  
The controversy was sparked by several factors. First, the members of the collective 
are not the authors of the code used in the production of the "work". The author of 
the code is Robbie Barrat, a young developer and artist who took the opportunity to 
start a discussion on Twitter about this. 
  
The other controversial factors are of particular interest to us here, because they again 
raise the questions discussed above. Obvious members attribute the creation of their 
work to the algorithm. Their motto is: "Creativity is not just for humans." 
  
But how true is this statement? And if it is true, does it change the nature of portrait 
painting? Can a machine be the creator of anything? And what does it feel like to be 
a computer that makes art? Can the machine be considered to have intentional 
states? Must a machine to be creative have to be considered to have intentional 
states? In what sense can computer generated art be considered representational? 
And what does it represent? What can computer generated art teach us about 
creativity? 
 
 
 

AI CIAC MTL MAGAZINE 
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ARTISTIC CREATION 
Article published in issue 1, February 15th, 2020 
Read more at 
ciac.ca/en/ai-magazine 
magazine@ciac.ca 

 

  
 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ARTISTIC CREATION 

WHAT DO MACHINES WANT? 
 

Anne-Marie Boisvert 
Editor in chief – Post doctorate fellow in philosophy of artificial intelligence (UQAM) 
Article published in AI CIAC MTL Magazine, no. 1, February 15th, 2020 
 

"The devil, commenting on the first man's first drawing on Earth, whispered 
into his ear: "That's good, but... is it art?" (Orson Welles, F for Fake, 1972). 

  
Throughout the twentieth 
century, many artists have 
taken on the task of 
questioning and constantly 
stretching the limits of what art 
is, or could be; especially so in 
so-called conceptual art. Less 
an artistic movement as such, 
the latter corresponds with the 
artist's adoption of a critical 
point of view that leads him to 
take position in his work, or 
rather to make the work itself a 
positional stance with respect 
to the art world, and to the 
world itself. The border lines 
between art and business, in 
particular, between the object 
traditionally called "art object" 
and the manufactured object, 
have been examined and their 
legitimacy questioned. But 

what makes a work of art a "work of art" in this context is the flawless simplicity of the 
typical gesture of conceptual art at its best, as well as its innovative and provocative 
character. The value of the "work" here merges with the assurance with which the 
artist moves from intention to action. This value is also a function of the way in which 
said intention and said action are received perceived in the world of art in which they 
are embedded. 
 

Portrait of Edmond of Belamy, 2018, by AI artist “min 
G max D x [log (D(x))] + z [log(1 – D (G(z)))]”. 

http://ciac.ca/en/ai-magazine/
mailto:magazine@ciac.ca
http://ciac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Edmond_de_Belamy_FULLRES-scaled.png

	Pages from IA_QUE VEULENT LES MACHINES_en_web
	Pages from IA_QUE VEULENT LES MACHINES_en_web-4
	Pages from IA_QUE VEULENT LES MACHINES_en_web-2
	Pages from IA_QUE VEULENT LES MACHINES_en_web-3

