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A.l Is an Expert
At Making Bad Art.
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it allows me to see
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thousands of combinations

— things that | would
manually sift through 1n -
years are made with 5,000
versions in an hour.
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ith the help of technologists, the painter
David Salle has been testing an algorithm’s
capacity to become a sophisticated creator.
And it is showing signs of progress.

BY ZACHARY SMALL | PAGE 10
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Andrew Lloyd Webber’s hit musicals are being Dog |V has an obvious target audience, but its Kerry Washington writes about family secrets
updated by some hotshot directors. sy MicHAEL PAULSON programming is for people, t0o. By AUSTIN CONSIDINE and more in her new memoir. BY ELISABETH EGAN
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the model, which is translated to the A.I.
through a short sequence of numbers

known as “latent space.”
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But learning artistic style requires go-

images.
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David Salle, whose career has spanned nearly 50 years, in his studio in East Hampton, N.Y. Two technologists have tailored an A.I.

model to h

1S new book, “The

With permission from Ben Lerner, a
bits of poetry from h

friend of Salle’s, the group has been feed-

ing



ing beyond simple pattern recognition.
. Experts say that increased matchmaking

e

#::' i = s 3 - r%?'ﬂbﬁ‘ o 5 - I - &
... = = improves accuracy but also stymies the

machine’s ability to produce the unexpect-
ed. A balance must be struck.

The algorithm’s “training” to become
the next David Salle started with a diffu-
sion model to develop a general under-
standing of visual images based on hun-
dreds of the artist’s paintings. Davis, the
engineer, then introduced dozens of de-
tailled snapshots of Salle’s paintings to the
program so it would learn to “think like a
painter.”

Some of the first experiments were un-
derwhelming: blobby landscapes, figures
drawn without brush strokes, flat abstrac-
tion. But the critiques that Salle offered did
improve the machine’s intelligence
enough to surprise the artist.

“As a painter you only have time to cre-
ate a painting, but each painting contains
within it all the paintings you don’t have
time to make,” Salle said. “A.l. is a great
tool because it allows me to see thousands
of combinations; things that I would man-
ually sift through in years are made with
5,000 versions in an hour.”

Salle isn’t the first artist to assume the
role of mad scientist, pushing against the
limits of his own mortality with a machine
capable of publishing a series of posthu-
mous “new” works long after his death.

But he 1s also not someone to rest on his
laurels. These experiments have come at a
moment of great change in the artist’s ca-
. A0 NS B TR reer, which has spanned nearly 50 years.
ARTWORK BY DAVID SALLE/VAGA AT ARTISTS RIGHTS SOCIETY (ARS), NY; VIA GLADSTONE CALLERY, NY ThIS year he left SkarStedt Gallery, Wthh

represented him for nearly a decade, to

RERRSSRsRsssnrsss  join the dealer Barbara Gladstone. This

e ~ fall, he has a solo exhibition in Seoul filled

with paintings In a more graphic style

from his “Tree of Life” series — influenced

by Arno, the cartoonist — which Salle has
g S emenesssee=c  described as “little dramas.”

=== 0 i 1  Someofthose pictures hung on the walls
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AN ELUSIVE ESSENCE

Salle is a surrealist mixmaster. His style
has changed over the years, which
made capturing his essence more
challenging for an algorithm. In the
painting at right, four or five sources are
brought together on a single canvas.
Capturing that breadth requires some
fine-tuning in a machine.
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i

S
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o e P =} of his studio during summer, when he met
= = % with the technologists behind his algo-
rithm. The branches of his “Tree of Life”
resembled the image of brain synapses —
summoning the psychological dramas of
the characters’ lives onto the canvas fore-
ground.

The algorithm has become another
pathway into his own psychology. The ex-
periment has Salle wrestling with the defi-
nition of art and the nature of authorship.

What will become of his own identity, as
the algorithm continues to produce more
Salle paintings than he could ever imag-
ine? Some days, it seems like the algo-
rithm i1s an assistant. Other days, it’s like a
child. When asked if the A.I. would replace
him entirely one day, the artist shrugged.
“CHILDHOOD,” 1998 “Well,” he said, “that’s the future.”
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“THE OLD BARS,” 2017
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A.l’s Imitations Can Be Many Things, Like Absurd, Unexpected or Downright Impressive

taste for crisp edges and bold
colors. But there is still room
for growth.

During a single session, the
David Salle algorithm
generated images based on a
prompt the artist himself
might have used. Salle judged
the images like a crit session
with a student, attempting to
triangulate'their best qualities.

PROMPT 1
Here is a clear reject that

got a little too close to the
clichéd image we have of a

robot.

look up at the sky to watch the 1

It might be suitable for a
spontaneous sketch, but
hardly what you would expect
to see hanging in a fancy
gallery. The artist's goal is
helping the machine escape
some of these hackneyed
symbols that it's picked up
from the internet.

Some missed the mark by
relying on clichés like “head
in the clouds.” They were

too literal, resembling the
covers of sci-fi or self-help
DOOKS.

i

L oy T

R e

FEiy

Even with its hiccups, the
algorithm got closer to the
artist’s style than what you
might generate from the
general model of Stable :
Diffusion — a publicly
available image generator that |
is popular with artists. It shows |
the growing divide between |
general and expert models of |
A.l. programs.

i D
actd.

e

To help the algorithm improve,
the artist selected the
standout images, teaching it
what a “correct” image would
be.

There are always surprises that
catch his imagination.

R el PR T T
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Here, it was one of the
simplest images — justa
wobbly cloud — that stopped

him.

Ehal |

LT

Typing “head in the clouds in
the style of David Salle” into
the general model elicited

cursed images like this one. | : L O paline, . -4 ! L T e

talem  oe

By

ST LR
= =

Tt

T

This one is almost too

atmospheric, like the
opening shot of a spaghetti
western that never gets off
the ground.

Who is this Hillary Clinton
doppelganger?

[~ St e

o ———— i

e R maaT iy e

T |

Eventually, the artist arrived
at his favorite.

What is this? The image
thwarts easy interpretation,
just like a classic Salle
painting. But the actual image
still exists outside the artist’s
usual collection of disjointed
symbols.

-.
RS

And why does she look like a
“Twin Peaks” cast member?
Safe to say nobody would
mistake this image for a Salle. '

There is something deeply
unsettling about this image —
and that is how Salle knew it

Now compare the general
was a winnet.

model’s version with what the :

- p\rﬂ_l--ll-h". i ke b |

R L PO b |

paintings has produced. The
algorithm has clearly acquired a

Salle’s visual world.
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pictures was an outlier from a
prompt inspired by the writer

Sarah French.

PROMPT 2

A baseline for success was
for the algorithm to create

ch.

Sarah Fren
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It was surprising to see the
algorithm abandon the

somewhat plausible forms.

Even if these figures could
never exist in reality, the

literalism of the phrase. There

are no buildings here, just two
bodies embracing. So Salle
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information to make a

connection.
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continued to experiment with
dozens of hew images based

on the embrace.

These iterations raised more
questions about how the

Here, the figures have
transformed into an

L s

g

algorithm was interpreting the

vague poetry of how to

of an artist and

her easel.

image
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hunched over her
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lete portrait of a
man. It’s the kind of poor
posture that anyone on a
deadline can relate to.

incomp
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The figures swapped

genders, joined a kickline

and wore tutus.
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The colors on her canvas

may e
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This image of a kiss

recall elements from Salle’s

the

artist. Just look at the strange

composition here.

Impression on

made an

o

1995 work “Shooting.”
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The algorithm is an echo
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code.

These competing qualities

were very “David Salle,” even
If he never picked up a

paintbrush.

Salle remains unsure
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whether the algorithm has
truly created art, but he

shows no signs of wanting

b g o !

That face looks eerily

Could the machine

familiar.

the experiment to end. And
thanks to the algorithm’s

tion from

Salle’s 2012 painting “Sleep,”

INg iNspira

be pull

nature, it could conceivably
continue long after his

death.

or perhaps his 2018 painting
“Equivalence”? Because of

IMAGES VIA GRANT DAVIS AND DAVID SALLE

5 T
v M ra TLR

sl
EEL

:I.-q o




