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The work of art(ists) in the age  
of AI production
This paper looks at how advances in artificial intelligence (AI) have impacted the production of 
art, and the role of the artist in this age of AI production. It examines the potential implications of 
AI in art production, including the potential for automation to replace some of the work of the 
artist, and the opportunities for artists to use AI as a tool to enhance their work. It also explores 
the ethical considerations of relying on AI in art production, and the need for artists to remain 
active in the process. Finally, the paper will discuss the potential for AI to aid in the 
democratization of art production, and how the artist can take advantage of this trend.

The previous paragraph was written by OpenAI's GPT-3. The human author of this paper will talk 
about how they have used AI tools for text and image production in a recent art project (updating 
their 1993 hypermedia novel for the web) and discuss both the practical and theoretical 
implications--all of which sit squarely within the conference theme.
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Source: Dude, trust me you are here



How many media ecologists does it take to change a light bulb?

Source: Alamy licensed stock photo; Midjourney

“Three.”

One to 
change the 
bulb

One to 
study the 
effect of 
the new 
medium

One to 
mourn the 
passing of 
the candle



I happen to have Marshall McLuhan right here…

Required disclaimer:

John McDaid generated this text in part with GPT-3 and GPT-4, OpenAI’s large-scale language-generation models. Upon 
generating draft language, the author reviewed, edited, and revised the language to their own liking and takes ultimate 
responsibility for the content of this publication.

Image source: Midjourney.com. Prompt: Marshall McLuhan as a robot.

“The silicon neuron 
echoes the biological, 
and in this echo, we hear 
the sound of our future 
selves.”

“AI is the new Gutenberg 
press, printing not on 
pages, but on the canvas 
of cognition and culture.”

“Artificial Intelligence: the 
newest artist of our human 
narrative, sketching lines 
we struggle to see, in colors 
we've yet to imagine.”

“As AI becomes more powerful and sophisticated, it is likely 
to increasingly redefine what it means to be human.”

Marshall  
McLuhan:



…and then, I don’t

Image source: Bard.google.com, March 28, 2023, 9:50am



Uncle Buddy’s Phantom Funhouse

Published in 1993 by 
Eastgate Systems

Artifactual hypertext 
(i.e., the narrative 
exists as a series of 
modally appropriate 
digital objects)

Answer to a challenge 
by mathematician Jim 
Propp: What would it 
take to write a novel 
that no 20th Century 
author could write?



Uncle Buddy’s Phantom Funhouse

Image source: https://dtc-wsuv.org/projects/uncle-buddy/game/index.html



Trivial



Mildly interesting

Image source: Midjourney; HyperDither



Mildly interesting

Image source: Midjourney, Photoshop, HyperDither



More interesting

Image sources: Artbreeder.com; This-person-does-not-exist.com; Midjourney



Even more interesting

Image source: Midjourney



Even more interesting

Image source: Midjourney



Most interesting

Source: ChatGPT-4

“Write a three-verse song in an ABCB rhyme scheme about the concept of attention in machine learning”

Gradient descent, optimization's king,

Backpropagation makes the knowledge sing.

Transformers decoding, encoding too,

Your multi-headed approach, a breakthrough.

Through tokenization, words are defined,

The hidden states, our knowledge aligned.

In this intricate dance, as you proceed,

Attention's the key, it's all that you need.


(Chorus)

In this ever-changing world, 

Where machines are taking lead,

One thing is for certain, friend, 

Attention is all that you need.

Raw

It's a smooth descent down gradients

Where optimization is king.

Backpropagation trims the loss

And softmax functions make the vectors sing.

In tokenization our world is defined

Through hidden states our knowledge aligned.

Scaled dot-product attention links up long-range 
     dependencies.

You can take it from me

Says ChatGPT.


(Chorus)

If you wanna know the answer

Just repeat it with me like a creed:

You might think it takes a human but

Attention is all you need.

Human rewrite



Most interesting

Source: Midjourney, massaged in Photoshop



Most interesting

Source: Midjourney, massaged in Photoshop



Exceedingly interesting

Source: writewithlaika.com

http://writewithlaika.com


Exceedingly interesting

Source: writewithlaika.com

http://writewithlaika.com


Exceedingly interesting

Source: writewithlaika.com

http://writewithlaika.com


Exceedingly interesting

Source: Midjourney, massaged in ComicLife



The effect of the new medium

Source: Midjourney; Understanding Media, Ch. 8, The Spoken Word, Flower of Evil?

“Electric technology does not 
need words any more than the 
digital computer needs numbers. 
Electricity points the way an 
extension of the process of 
consciousness itself, on a world 
scale, and without any 
verbalization whatever. Such a 
state of collective awareness may 
have been the preverbal 
condition”


—Marshall McLuhan

“Oh, what a blow that phantom gave me.”



Source: https://libraryofbabel.info/bookmark.cgi?mediumismessage

Browsing in the Library of Babel
Iterability is this capacity of anything that functions like a sign to be wrested from its 
motivating context, to replace its speaker, its recipient, and its referent for another or for 
none at all. —Jonathan Basile, Tar for Mortar, p. 66

https://libraryofbabel.info/bookmark.cgi?mediumismessage


First and second generation text production

1972 1984

Slide and tumble and fall among

The dead. Here and there

Will be found a utensil

Source: http://psych.fullerton.edu/mbirnbaum/psych101/eliza.htm

http://psych.fullerton.edu/mbirnbaum/psych101/eliza.htm


Natural language generated by neural network (GPT-2)

2019

Source: https://play.aidungeon.io/main/adventurePlay?publicId=4834ce2f-3bc3-4849-969e-bb421b4b54ea



Unity AI (features to come)

Source: create.unity.com/ai-beta

http://create.unity.com/ai-beta


2022
June

Source: washingtonpost.com https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2022/06/11/google-ai-lamda-blake-lemoine/



Delusions of grandma

Source: Futurism.com https://futurism.com/ai-dead-woman-talk-people-funeral



A McLuhanesque tangent: “aberrant salience” and dopamine

Image source: Broyd, Annabel, et. al., Dopamine, cognitive biases and assessment of certainty: A neurocognitive model of delusions.

• Humans produce 
much more dopamine 
than apes


• Based on brain 
imaging, dopamine 
appears to be involved 
in interpretive acts


• Are we addicted not to 
“social media,” but to 
the experience of 
epistemic closure?

If you don’t like those 
ideas, I’ve got others :)



Time to osmose with the robot ontology

Image sources (l-r top-bottom): Library and Archives Canada; Alamy stock photo; Rusten Hogness, CC-SA-3.0; GARNET, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0; TEDxUIUC, CC BY-
NC-ND 2.0; By Angelo Marino CC BY-SA 3.0

Marshall McLuhan, in 
Understanding Media, 
describes every 
medium as an 
“extension and auto-
amputation” of the 
human sensorium, and 
that the computer is an 
extension of the human 
nervous system itself.

Neil Postman, in Amusing 
Ourselves to Death, 
discusses the “now this” 
incoherence of the 
electronic environment. In 
Technopoly, he argues 
that in the absence of 
coherent narrative, we are 
likely to believe in 
nonsensical things.

Donna Haraway, in Cyborg 
Manifesto, describes the 
blurring of human and 
machine: “There is no 
fundamental, ontological 
separation in our formal 
knowledge of machine 
and organism, of technical 
and organic.”

Katherine Hayles in How we 
became Posthuman and 
Unthought, argues for a 
conception of the self that 
transcends the monadic 
liberal humanist subject and 
sees human intelligence 
existing in relation to what 
she calls “non conscious 
cognizers.”

Sherry Turkle, in Alone 
Together, discusses the 
traits that trick humans 
into putting devices into 
the category of what she 
calls “alive enough”— not 
biological, but 
“relational.”

Francesca Ferrando, 
in Philosophical 
Posthumanism, 
argues that “to 
osmose with the robot 
ontology, humans 
have to undergo a 
radical deconstruction 
of the human as a 
fixed notion.”



Plus ça change…

Source: Original photo; Phaedrus 275a-b, via Perseus project, CC3.0

“You have invented an elixir not of 
memory, but of reminding; and 
you offer your pupils the 
appearance of wisdom, not true 
wisdom, for they will read many 
things without instruction and will 
therefore seem to know many 
things, when they are for the most 
part ignorant and hard to get 
along with, since they are not 
wise, but only appear wise.”



Source: https://www.newscientist.com/definition/clarkes-three-laws/  
Image source: ITU Pictures - https://www.flickr.com/photos/itupictures/16636142906, CC BY 2.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/
index.php?curid=64344486

Arthur C. Clarke’s “Three Laws”

1. When a distinguished but elderly scientist 
states that something is possible, he is 
almost certainly right. When he states 
that something is impossible, he is very 
probably wrong. 

2. The only way of discovering the limits of 
the possible is to venture a little way past 
them into the impossible. 

3. Any sufficiently advanced technology is 
indistinguishable from magic.



Technology paradigms: One Chart to Rule Them All
Orality Literacy Digitality
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Sources: Marshall McLuhan, Walter Ong, Harold Innis, Lewis Mumford, Neil Postman, Elizabeth Eisenstein, Jay David Bolter, N. Katherine Hayles, et. al.
Version 1.5 May. 2023 CC-BY-SA John McDaid https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/



The effect of the new medium, redux

Source: Midjourney

Instantiate a singular 
authorial vision

The capitalist-inf(l)ected 
notion of authorship

Plato’s mimesis-
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Hallucination as feature, 
not bug

Toward the unified sensorium



Obligatory hopeful ending slide

Image source: Saturday Morning Breakfast Cereal, 10/02/2018 https://www.smbc-comics.com/comic/rise-of-the-machines


