DISCLAIMER:
This isn’t even close to being a report. This is a series of abstracts, statements, musings, notes, academic writings, book reviews and single sentences all attempting to form a coherent idea. You’re welcome. 
--- 
· Barthes - Death of the Author. ‘A text is made from multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not as was hitherto the author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up writing are inscribed.’ 
---
JAMES YOUNG (MA Illustration)
Depths of the Unreal.
Unreality no longer resides in the dream or fantasy, or in the beyond, but in the real’s hallucinatory resemblance to itself. – Jean Baudrillard 
Illustration is visual narrative. Allegory allows one narrative to suggest another. Reality allows suggestion of unreality. The ritual, process and production of illustration furthers the narrative, and takes it beyond itself. 
What lies beyond the human, in a world that is being left behind and in a world that is being created by technologies already beyond human control? 
Baudrillard, Benjamin, Camus, Dante, Jameson, Macfarlane, Owens, Allegory, Depth, Production, Ritual  
---
‘Art can never be so well served as by a negative thought. Its dark and humiliated proceedings are as necessary to the understanding of a great work as black is to white.’ 
‘[…] negating on the one hand and magnifying on the other, is the way open to the absurd creator. He must give the void its colours.’
– Albert Camus

‘Unreality no longer resides in the dream or fantasy, or in the beyond, but in the real’s hallucinatory resemblance to itself.’ 
– Jean Baudrillard 

‘It is not the length of life, but the depth.’
 – Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Reality allows suggestion of unreality. The ritual, process and production of illustration allows for representation of reality, and the means to take it beyond itself. 
There is a sense of a destruction of reality, a ritual extermination, in the physical practice of putting pencil to paper, whereby the physical reality of the world is defined by a mark.
What will I leave? And for whom? Is this it? Have we gone no further than ochre handprints on deep rock walls? Is every act of creativity merely an act of presence in the face of oblivion?
---
I came into this project wanting to push the limits of what my methodology/technique can do, to create for myself. I wanted to see whether or not all that I was doing was replicating representation or whether, somehow, I could go beyond representation. 
--- 
Lectures feed us the concepts of human and digital networks, of the rhizomatic, the idea of the unseen and beyond, the sea as liminal space, the concept of the material reality of the internet being a vast global infrastructure of kilometres of undersea, ocean-floor fibre-optic cables; the descent into the depths. Dante’s Inferno for the 21st Century. 
---
[bookmark: _Hlk118907379]My work is always taken from my own photography. Rework the photographs. Create a digital collage to create an entirely new landscape. Draw. Mark. Change perspective. Invert. The mouth to a cave is transformed into a gaping maw, rock formations melt into glassy lava lakes. Dante’s Inferno flames. A deconstruction and then reconstruction of an image, that keeps materiality within my images. Modernism meets postmodernism. Possibly. 
---
· Platonic art theory and the concept of the original. Historical criticism of mimesis (to mime/mimic) is founded on the Platonic belief that the original is superior to the copy. Plato placed the original to the highest level, the copy next, and the copy of the copy, the simulacrum, lowest.  While modernist art placed emphasis on the original, postmodern and contemporary culture/experience has given emphasis to the simulacrum. 
· Deleuze – ‘Everything has become a simulacrum, for by simulacrum we should not understand a simple imitation but rather the act by which the very idea of a model or privileged position is challenged and overturned.’ 
· Baudrillard suggest that the simulacrum is left when there is no longer distinction between reality and the counterfeit. 
· The real, retouched, in a hallucinatory resemblance of itself – a Hyper-reality. 
· Baudrillard – Simulacra and Simulation – an investigation into the relationship between reality, symbols and society. ‘While the simulation is the process through which the original is destroyed and replaced by signs, the simulacrum is where signs are devoid of meanings under the replaced and destroyed reality.’
Reference – The Weather Project (Olafur Eliasson)
· The spectator immersed in a collective phenomenological encounter, where the artificial experience transcends the real. 

· Baudrillard suggest that the simulacrum is left when there is no longer a distinction between reality and the counterfeit. This raises the question of whether we have lost the ability to make sense of, or to differentiate, between nature and the artificial. 
---
· Renaissance humanism placed the human at the centre of experience, in concept, context and as a construct. 

Reference – The Creation of Adam (Michelangelo)
· Enlightenment humanism placed the human as a Cartesian subject, the subject of the mind (cogito), while Kant placed the human within humanity, the ‘community of reasonable beings’. This mind/body dualism that placed the human at the centre of experience also placed the human at the centre of a Nature/Culture dualism as well. 
· Within the contemporary condition, the human has shifted into culture, a product of culture, away from nature. The human is now a binary condition, separate from nature.
· Similarly, Humanism argued that the human mind was at the centre of an art/science dualism as well, a product of a metaphorical mind and an empirical mind. Posthumanism argues that these two terms have shifted and broken apart, into Two Cultures – Snow & Leavis (2002)
· Such cultural separation can be traced through such events as The Age of Reason, The French Revolution, The Industrial Revolution, the ‘Death of God’, and the Theory of evolution. 
· As a result of this separation, what is now that makes us human? What is our shared identity as human? What does it mean to be human in postmodern, post-industrial, postcolonial society?  Concepts of the inhumane, and the development of neuroscience and techno-transcendence question the human as concept, concept and construct. 
· What does this mean for critical/cultural theory? In the decentring of the human, particular the decentring of man, where the human is no longer the subject, how should the cultural address the human? 
---
What is illustration? 
It is difficult to define illustration as being illustration without the inclusion or accompaniment of language. Illustration engages in an inter/intra relationship with language; inter being that which is between, among, or amidst, and intra being inside or within. Illustration becomes, essentially, the articulation of language through visual aesthetic means, a visual narrative. The foundation of story.
Narratives change. Narratives can become distrusted. Jean-François Lyotard, in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, noted that the Postmodern was entirely defined by this mistrust. He noted profound scepticism, even incredulity, within Postmodernism for metanarratives, any narrative about narratives of meaning, experience, or knowledge.
[bookmark: _Hlk118974846]This disconnect from metanarrative was also noted by Fredric Jameson in Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Jameson observed that embodied within this cultural logic, there was a whole new system of language being developed to explain the innovations of the digital, technological, capitalist marketplace and that existing language was becoming inadequate to explain this emergent market sensibility. He identified a feeling of ‘depthlessness’ as the supreme formal feature of this culture, in which language had begun to lose all meaning. This feeling resulted in the contextualizing of everyday experiences into disconnected image-obsessed ‘moments’, without story or sense. 
There is an integral danger in this. Should the capitalist marketplace become the driver of new language, then any language that does not relate to that marketplace would be held to be no longer relevant and become lost. When the language to describe the natural world, as opposed to the digital and technological, becomes lost, would the natural world lose all meaning to the denizens of a capitalist society, and would they also lose all sense of it? 
---
· A Thousand Plateaus – Deleuze and Guattari.
· Assemblage was developed as a collaborative concept. A dialogue rather than a monologue.
· The act of collaboration as the schizoid body, the ‘body without organs’ – organs that define the social code and the deliberate scrambling of those codes. 
· The concepts of Folds and Flights – that that takes place in the borders and seams –and the Frontier – the border, the slippage between spaces – can be used within literal praxis and conceptual theory. A praxis that utilises the physical and digital can also examine the concepts between the material and the virtual. 
· What can be seen as binary opposites can be utilised together within this folded, entangled space. 
· Deleuze and Guattari use the metaphors of patching, felting, weaving, warp and weft, within their exploration of wider societal conditions. 
· A practice of ‘schizoanalysis’ – a critique of capitalism and our desire to work within it.  The ‘Desiring Machine’ and the concepts of the Smooth and Striated which propositions the creative as being against the institutionalised and authoritarian.  
· Fabric of society – a concept that can be explored in praxis as physical, material entity.
· Eugene Holland – ‘A Thousand Plateaus was written as a rhizome… so it’s more like a patchwork quilt rather than a piece of fabric, which can only develop in one direction […]and must stay within the boundaries set on the top and bottom edges, as it were by a single discipline. Instead, the book’s arguments go off in all directions, intervene in debates in all kinds of disciplines and are therefore more like patches added haphazardly to a patchwork quilt. […] The book definitely has conceptual motifs or refrains flowing through it, resurfacing here and there in sometimes slightly different forms or terms, only to re-submerge and then reappear elsewhere.’ 
· The rhizome appears as an overarching philosophical concept, a paradoxical condition as the rhizome is a non-hierarchical entity in itself. A problem of the playfulness of language (and of postmodernism in general? See notes: Postmodernism/Poststructuralism – Death of The Author. Deleuze talks of the idea of not using metaphor…)
· ‘A Thousand Plateau consists of a patchwork of relations among concepts and plateaus, intentionally not unified by a single line of argument, authorial voice or disciplinary perspective – an intention made easier to realise inasmuch as they are co-authors, one is a philosopher and the other a militant anti-psychiatrist and political activist.’ 
---
· A preoccupation with the strange. Ideas that are also palpable concepts; invoking dread, though not necessarily terror; similar to the sublime. 
· The weird – An exorbitant presence, that which does not belong; there is something where there should be nothing. An encounter with the new, the feeling that all that we knew before is somehow obsolete.
· The realm of cosmological horror, re Lovecraft, a teeming that exceeds our capacity to represent it. 
· The eerie- a failure of presence or a failure of absence; whether there is something present when there should be nothing, or nothing when there should be something. 
· Landscapes, abandoned structures and ruins, often markers of human agency, become eerie when they are unexpectedly marked by an agency that is independent of the human subject.  
· ‘There is no inside except as a folding of the outside’.

· Deleuze – The Fold – ‘Either it is the fold of the infinite, or the constant fold of finitude which curve the outside and constitute the inside.’  The idea that there is no separation between these two realms, and how we can negotiate them. 
--- 
[bookmark: _Hlk118914102]In his recent book Underland, Robert Macfarlane writes of a trek through Epping Forest with Merlin Sheldrake, author of Entangled Life, where they talk of the mycelial network that is spread beneath the forest floor, hidden beyond human observation. Sheldrake informs him that the language being used to theorise this network is rife with economic and political concepts, with talk of ‘free market’ and ‘socialist’ models. Macfarlane asks whether a new language is needed altogether to examine this hidden world.
‘Yes,’ says Merlin with an urgency that surprises me, smacking his fist into the palm of his hand. ‘That’s exactly what we need to be doing – and that’s your job,’ he says. ‘That’s the job of writers and artists and poets and all the rest of you.’ 
This is a significant task. Jameson noted the complications of articulating the conditions of a contemporaneous moment while conveying the sense of something new or emergent. Such a sensibility exists at an intersection, bound to the sensibilities of that which came before it, whilst also seeking to define itself anew.  New sensibilities would require new vocabularies.  
Macfarlane goes on to write:
Projects have recently been started around the world to gain even the most basic of vocabularies for the experiences of life and death in the Anthropocene. These stuttering attempts to speak what it is we are doing have generated ugly new terms for an ugly epoch: ‘geotraumatics,’ ‘planetary dysphoria’, ‘apex-guilt’. […] Only one of these recent coinages resonates with me: ‘species loneliness’, for the intense solitude that we are fashioning for ourselves as we strip the earth of the other life with which we share it.  
Illustration faces having to articulating a new language through visual aesthetic means, to provide a new narrative for an emergent geological epoch, into a capitalistic culture that remains sceptical of metanarrative, and comes armed with its own visual aesthetic cultural logic.  Illustration’s inter/intra relationship with language could be advantageous to this task, becoming part of the language system through use of imagery that would not, necessarily, present a hierarchal challenge to the digital, technological, capitalist marketplace. Can illustration be folded between language and narrative, bring connectivity, story and sense to a new language network, and bring new depth to contemporary culture?
---
· Bourriaud – ‘It is no longer a matter of starting with a blank slate or creating meaning based on virgin material but finding a means of insertion into the innumerable flows of production. The artistic question is no longer ‘what can we make that is new?’, but ‘how can we make do with what we have?’ In other words, how can we produce singularity and meaning from this chaotic mass of objects, objects and names the constitute our daily life?  Artist’s today program forms more than they compose them.’
· The artist as gatherer, manipulator and reprogrammer of pre-existing data. 
---
The texts by Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, and Jean Baudrillard, The Hyper-realism of Simulation, provide an example of an intersection between Modernism and Postmodernism. Both writers comment on the notion of ritual, the changing presence of the original, and the reproductive medium, primarily photography. Benjamin argued that ‘mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its […] dependence on ritual’. It can be questioned if, within illustration, the ritualistic is reintroduced by the practice of working from reference photographs, whilst at the same time emancipating those photographs into new works of art. This creates tensions with the concept of the original. Is the finished drawing the original, or a step in a mechanical method, a step that can be manipulated, duplicated and worked upon to produce new steps? Should these steps be in turn manipulated to produce a finished artwork, where is the authenticity if the steps were never shown? Benjamin answers:
The whole sphere of authenticity is outside technical – and, of course, not only technical reproducibility. Confronted with its manual reproduction, which was usually branded as a forgery, the original preserved all its authority; not so vis a vis technical reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, process reproduction is more independent of the original than manual reproduction […] Secondly, technical reproduction can put the copy of the original into situations which would be out of reach for the original itself. Above all, it enables the original to meet the beholder halfway […]
Any illustrator who has ever used a reference, a projector, a light-panel, a scanner, faces an ongoing conflict with this statement, particularly the idea that the manual reproduction of the original is somehow a forgery. It is just a tracing, and not an artwork at all. Is art being produced, or simply manipulation of a photograph in an unnecessarily convoluted process through drawing and painting?
Benjamin asks: 
How does the cameraman compare with the painter? […] The painter maintains in his work a natural distance from reality, the cameraman penetrates deeply into its web. There is tremendous difference between the pictures they obtain. That of the painter is a total one, that of the cameraman consists of multiple fragments which are assembled under a new law. Thus, for contemporary man the representation of reality by the film is incomparably more significant than that of the painter, since it offers, precisely because of the throughgoing permeation of reality with mechanical equipment, an aspect of reality which is free of all equipment. And that is what one is entitled to ask from a work of art. 
What of the aspect of reality? What was the Postmodernism’s understanding of the real?
 Baudrillard states that:
Reality itself founders in hyperrealism, the meticulous reduplication of the real, preferably through another reproductive medium, such as photography. From medium to medium, the real is volatilized, becoming an allegory of death. But it is also in a sense, reinforced through its own destruction. It becomes reality for its own sake, the fetishism of the lost object; no longer the object of representation, but the ecstasy of denial and its own ritual extermination: the hyperreal. 
This mention of allegory has its own theoretical pathway. Craig Owens, in The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of Postmodernism notes that modernist art theory blocks allegory as a mode of artistic signification, its aesthetic potential deemed exhausted and frivolous, whilst in postmodernist art theory, there is a re-emergence of allegorical modes. Owens states:
Allegorical imagery is appropriated imagery; the allegorist does not invent images but confiscates them. He lays claim to the culturally significant, poses as its interpreter. And in his hands the image becomes something other. He does not restore an original meaning that may have been lost or obscured […] Rather he adds another meaning to the image. 
He goes on to say:
Allegory is consistently attracted to the fragmentary, the imperfect, the incomplete – an affinity which finds its most comprehensive expression in the ruin, which Benjamin identified as the allegorical emblem par excellence. Here the works of man are reabsorbed into the landscape; ruins thus stand for history as an irreversible process of dissolution and decay, a progressive distancing from origin.
Final word must go to Baudrillard, who stated that ‘Unreality no longer resides in the dream or fantasy, or in the beyond, but in the real’s hallucinatory resemblance to itself’, and offers a definition for the real as ‘that for which it is possible to provide an equivalent representation’. 
In producing images of the beyond through representation of the real, and then through the subversion of those images, the hallucinatory aspect of the real becomes evident. There is that sense of a destruction of reality, a ritual extermination, in the physical practice of putting pencil to paper, whereby the physical reality of the world is defined by a mark.
---
Noting the lack of human presence in my compositions, I am struck by parallels to previous written theory work.  Writing of the sublime in the modern and contemporary, I referenced Paul Nash, and landscape paintings immediately post WWI. The human had disappeared from Nash’s paintings following his experiences in the trenches, and his witnessing of the atrocities of mechanised warfare. I argued that: 
It is in Nash’s seascape paintings of the early 1920’s that the conflict within the sublime is most evident. In The Shore, Winter Sea, and Night Tide, Nash focuses on the awesome and destructive power of nature, that of the sea, and the order that is imposed upon it by human reason, that of the breakwaters and causeways that marked the Dymchurch coast. The paintings themselves, filled with geometric shape and stark flat colour, display a modernity that is imposed upon the composition. It is here that the dark ambiguities of the sublime become apparent. The sea itself has taken on an air of mechanization, of rigid and unyielding order. Sun and moon are obscured or not present. These are paintings that, through landscape, confront the terrible annihilating power inside humanity.  
Imagery of war that causes us to reject the human. The conflict in Ukraine still rages. The Inferno fills. 
---
· Melancholy has a dialectical nature, with negative and positive dualities within which it alternates. It’s history, like that of the sublime, is full of insinuations and ambiguities. 
· While the sublime continues to undergo academic and aesthetic study and recognition, melancholy is a subject that has undergone little study since Kant.
· Kant’s theory of the sublime was based on the duality of pleasure and pain. The sublime was a complex feeling of pleasure that is only possible through the mediation of displeasure. Pleasure by the overwhelming of the sense and imagination, the displeasure by the feeling of anxiety or fear. 
· The sublime lies in the concept of ‘safe distance’, whereby the feelings of fear are not overwhelming, and can instead be experienced as awe.  
· Melancholy, while equated with sadness, differs from depression – though it involves pain, it is not debilitating or unmotivated, and also involves the pleasure of reflection and contemplation. 
· Melancholy as a Proustian term, in which the pleasure associated with melancholy is connected to the recollection of that which one has lost but longs for, and in the knowledge that this reflective element can be fleetingly exhilarating. 
· In contrast to the subline, melancholy’s characteristics of pleasure and displeasure oscillate unpredictably, and often lie between the two – a liminal concept. 
· Melancholy’s complexities can be productive as the imaginative reflection associated with it is creative and something that one desires. Imagination is crucial to the experience of melancholy, providing the creative conduit between past and present, an artifact and memory. 
· Imagination is necessary to expand and coalesce memoires, and convert them in a way that intensifies emotion.
· In the way that the sublime experience is not just an immediate reaction to beauty, but a stronger, palpable, experience on our reflection of it, so this reflective element; the feeling of elevating one selves above the crudeness of stronger, more immediate feelings; is central to melancholy. 
---
The question of scale in the work has been preoccupying me, and I decide to print the final images on cloth. This more traditional, tactile mode of presentation defuses a tension in my work. All that I have done, have worked towards, is to break down the photographic digital image, only to be left with a simulacrum of that photographic digital image. By replicating it on print paper, I question whether that journey would have been apparent. The move to cloth works. A folded tactile subject becomes a folded tactile object.
---
An examination of species loneliness through images of a desolate hyperreal landscape. Am I managing to create art for the Anthropocene?
It is in the chapter Meltwater that a particular arresting event takes place, with startling imagery and an intriguing link to my praxis. Macfarlane and his companions are trekking across the Knud Rasmussen glacier in Greenland when they witness a colossal collapse of the glacier’s calving wall that sends hundreds of thousands of tons of ice cascading into the fjord, creating a massive impact wave. Macfarlane writes, vividly:
And then something terrible happens, which is that out of the water where the city has fallen there up-surges, rising – or so it seem from where we are standing – right to the summit of the calving face itself, a black shining pyramid, sharp at its prow, thrusting and glistening, made of a substance that has to be ice but looks like no ice we have seen before, something that resembles what I imagine meteorite metal to be, something that has come from so deep down in time that it has lost all colour, and we are dancing and swearing and shouting, appalled and thrilled to have seen this repulsive, exquisite thing rise up that should never have surfaced, this star-dropped berg-surge that has taken three minutes and 100,000 years to conclude. 
They have witnessed the emergence of a volume of true black ice; not the glaze ice that worries drivers and mariners, but ice so deep and so starved of oxygen that is barely reflective, not rock nor light, the ice of deep time. A piece of the dynamic Earth that predates humanity and has never been influenced by it. Reflecting on this experience later, Macfarlane writes of awe and horror, and the sublime.
He describes his physical shock in these terms:
My stomach lurched too as the ice came up: the sublime displaced by a more visceral response to this alien display. I have often sensed the indifference of matter in the mountains and found it exhilarating. But the black ice exhibited another order of withdrawnness, one so extreme as to induce nausea. Camus called this property of matter its denseness. Confronted by matter in its raw form, he wrote, ‘strangeness creeps in’. 
He then quotes from Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus noting the lines, ‘the primitive hostility of the world rises up to face us across millennia […] the denseness and strangeness of the world is the absurd.’ 
The ‘denseness’ of the black pyramid was so strong that for Macfarlane it drove language aside. To attempt to describe the black ice as ‘ice’ was absurd. This was matter that refused to fit such a preconceived concept. To attempt to describe what could not be communicated in human terms or forms was to enter the realm of the weird.  
By inverting the colours in my images, I have rendered all my rock black. Shadows spill over with light and the dull has become the reflective. I have turned the horizontal vertical, descended into the deep and entered the realm of the weird.
It’d be nice to say that I had done all this on purpose. 
---
#Midjourney has dropped. Alongside Dall-E and Stable Diffusion, AI art has moved out of the universities and is going public. And the reaction is visceral. 
This is not AI – we are not yet at the point where a computer intelligence can make its own individual aesthetic decisions. That would actually infer a measure of aesthetic indecision and exploration. Would humans tolerate such a thing in a computer, the freedom to explore dead ends, to make mistakes? I remain unconvinced that we can talk of AI until that toleration is reached, but, for now, the concept of a mistaken computer is something that culturally we find very worrying. No, what this is, is a generator. It takes existing work, existing digital imagery, and rearranges it, and calls the end result ‘art.’
So what I am doing that is any different?  
It’s an uncomfortable question.
Art is expression, often an expression of self. Thus far, that has only been a preserve of humanity.  
The digital pictures that I rearrange are ones that I have taken myself, and exist only because I have made the aesthetic judgement to ‘compose’ them. The generator is relying on the work of others. Scouring the internet, with no consideration given to the ownership of the images. This, understandably, has caused the most reaction from existing online artists. 
There is no sense of the ritual of art, the construction of an image through tools and intent. It is merely the following through of a pre-set algorithm. Constructed by others. Does this make the programmers the creators of any ‘art?’ Or have they simply provided the means to do so?
---
It's the lack of creative process that irritates me about this. A few chosen words inserted into a pre-set code, with no individual expression considered, will form the majority of these social media images. There are sites that issue guidelines as to the clarity of these words, these prompts, instructing users what the algorithm will recognize most easily and how to tailor their code accordingly. There are even sites that provide pre-set prompts, for a price. The democratization of art - for those with no understanding of artistic creation, and barely an understanding of language. Is this where I should 'check my privilege'?
---
I have a copy of Dave McKean’s Prompt! They sold out from his website pretty quickly, but become available on ArtData for the same price. I have number 239 of 500, signed by McKean. His attitude to the entire enterprise can be deduced from the legal page where he has written ‘©2022 Dave McKean (oh, the irony)’.
His introduction is powerful stuff, the first paragraph ending with the words, ‘I’m redundant’. He writes of his initial reaction being one of primal terror and his first foray into its use driving him into existential panic. He does an illustration for a book:
[…] about an alien visitation leaving behind objects and warped spacetime that we humans, driven to psychosis by the breakdown of reality, are left trying to understand – you couldn’t find a more perfect metaphor for this new tech dump, released into the world like a virus, as usual without any ethical framework or reflection. 
I’m immediately put in mind of Lovecraft, and his visceral mental horror, now transferred to the technological, robotic digital age. We have entered the world of the weird and eerie. 
Looking at one of his Midjourney images, he wrestles with the act of artistic creation:
How can I say that I created this? It’s true that I prompted it into existence, is that like writing a brief for a photographer or CG model maker? Midjourney gives you infinite choices but I chose this one. Is that the same as photographing a hundred trees and then choosing one of them for my cover? I didn’t make the trees. I chose this one because it feels like my work, or a strand of it at least, and that work is all about choices, and it’s the sum of those choices that define me, so is this not just another legitimate choice? Also, no one else will make this exact image, the butterfly effect of internet complexity will see to that, and the deep learned information it’s created from is even less morally compromised than my using old photos and collage materials that were actually made by other hands. And yet I can’t shake the feeling that this is a complete fraud.
It has everything – the defining of the self through art, the question of appropriation, the notion of aesthetic and moral choice. McKean really bites down when he states that, with such generative images:
The idea is all that matters, although the ideas don’t bare much scrutiny, and the process, the journey, the sense of self-discovery is largely absent.  
No ritual, no confrontation, no conflict. How to examine the human condition when all the means for doing so are outsourced to the process of the machine? 
He is bluntly honest that AI is here to stay and that the ethical issues and moral consequences of it is one that has clearly been ignored by the tech evangelists, and so:
[…] much like social media, it’s going to be down to each of us to work out an ethical framework we can live with, and allows us to live with ourselves.
Amusingly, he acknowledges that AI and conceptual art are now:
[…] locked in a death spiral. Both about process, about the avoidance of individual commitment, it’s all up for interpretation, it’s down to you, isn’t it? I’m not doing the work, you are. Who is the artist anyway? 
I think that this sums up best why I’m not on the Fine Art pathway(!) – my work is all about individual commitment, and I am most definitely doing the work. But within the world of AI, the work has become secondary, even ‘other’.  
This is, you are, other.
Species loneliness abounds. 
There’s a long monologue on the nature of drawing after an ‘underwhelming’ response from Midjourney. He mentions the notion of aesthetic judgement, the focus of decision, the singularity of intent. None to these applies to a generator, will they ever apply to a true AI? I come back to a sentence from his introduction: 
There is no intent, there are no ideas, no jokes or relevant fury. Why do these images exist, why?
Why do humans make images? To show that we exist. That for a finite moment, we were here. We create something to outlive us, and that marks out our humanity. Is this drive also fuelled by fear, by fear of dying forgotten? The creation of a true AI would be to create something that could be, potentially, infinite and immortal, absent of fear or fury. To this we would surrender our creativity, the thing that makes us human, the process we live for and live by? Do we not create and curate our own lives? 
The tech evangelists have it wrong. A democratization of result is not a democratization of creative ability or creative impulse. It is a capitulation to the machine, an outsourcing of process, and risks leaving us utterly alone. 
---
· What fuels the desire to create, and what is being created? Should art practice aim to create the affecting work of art, or create affecting conditions for the work of art? 
· Metamodernism - a premise that history is being rebooted. A bending of history may simultaneously imply a forcing of history into a new direction or shape, as well as causing history to deflect from the more or less straight line of teleological narratives.
· What is Metamodern art? Can art be forced in new directions, while being deflected away from pre-supposed narratives? What role would technology have in this? What role would the human and traditional art materials and practice continue to have in this? Can we achieve an art that resists categorization between the human and the digital? 
· Can an artist or audience articulate new subjective experiences, a new sense of affect and encounter? How subjective is technological experience?  
 
· A re-encounter with Deleuze. 
· Deleuze’s writing defied any closed organization structure or system, and moved to create intensive effect rather than representative meaning. Subjective was thus central to the reading experience, one of flux and change. 
· Deleuze’s writing practice is one of finding creativity in the groundless space, while addressing the non-normative, non-stable and non-fixed qualities of human subjectivity to, and in, his audience. Deleuze wished to conceptualize differences in becoming without ever reducing the concept to a hegemonic identity.
· A model for contemporary art practice? 
---
He captured strange and distant worlds in greater detail than ever before. They were beautiful, magnificent... full of awe and wonder. But beneath their sublime surfaces... there was nothing. No love or hate. No light or dark. He could only see what was not there... and missed what was right in front of him. 
Roy McBride, Ad Astra
The sublime as magnificent amorality and a realm of nothingness, an antithesis of being and self. In the sublime is confirmation of our species loneliness. No wonder we fear it, are turning from it, or reifying it around ourselves in a desperate attempt to give ourselves meaning. 
There is this great flaw in the contemporary technological sublime, that the more that humans attempt to construct something around themselves, as a tool or mechanism for use, the more distant from them it becomes. The technological digital has not yet become its own entity, but the practice of open-source programming (nominally a community, but essentially a collective entity, one that strands the human and digital while overtly favouring one at the expense of the other) means that any program rapidly escapes any constraint that its creators envisaged, if indeed they envisaged any constraint at all. All meaning becomes irrelevant. The postmodern becomes the posthuman.   
And our mechanism for proscribing meaning, language, has to be constantly reinvented in a race to proclaim our own relevance. If we lack the words to describe our creation, has it moved beyond us?  
The mechanism of photography, that mechanical reproduction, allows the human the act of decision, to be responsible for the capture of a moment and the paralysis of time. Algorithmic reproduction takes this act from the human, arguably negates the concept of decision altogether. There is no discernment of choice nor any moment of action for the algorithm, no single instance that has been taken from the duration of experience – the algorithm is incapable of experience. In scouring the internet, in the sampling of billions of already paralysed moments, the concept of a single moment is both subsumed and consumed. The image, already a timeless simulacrum, loses all human connotation. Postmodern, once again, becomes posthuman. 
Craig Owens theorised that in the transition from modernism to postmodernism, allegory had re-emerged. But if allegory is the inference of further meaning, what importance does it have in a posthuman world? Is this the real break between postmodernism and posthumanism, that allegory ceases to have any relevance? Allegory remains the basis of so many human stories, the narratives we construct to find sense in our experiences. Should allegory decay and disappear, would narrative collapse as well?
What does this mean for my own praxis?  I am increasingly realising the extent to which I am operating in an analogous world. My work is coming from my lived experience, signified by representation made by mechanistic means, means that allow experimentation, erasure, discernment, exclusion and mistake. I sample, but I sample my own images, images that have come from my own experience. The deconstruction and reconstruction of photography is to invite the sense, the process, of duration back into the images, to make the experience of the artist an integral component to the praxis. These are images without the human, about the human, in which the human is central to their creation. 
For how much longer? What does the posthuman really mean? How close to such an epoch are we? 
Will aesthetic judgement itself becomes posthuman? A phenomenologically aware sense of aesthetic judgement being central to the aesthetic construct of our reality, would an undiscerning posthuman aesthetic break our reality entirely? In our surrendering of the aesthetic to the digital, have we irreversibly begun the descent into the depths of the unreal?  
---
· Is that how we experience art? How do we understand art and aesthetic systems in relation to our evolving minds?
· Michael J Pearce – Art in the Age of Emergence.
· ‘I suddenly realised that considering the relationship between emergence and consciousness could lead to a description of what distinguishes art objects from other things as we perceive them through our senses. Emergence allows us to define art.’  
· ‘Emergence fills the void left by the collapse of postmodernism because it offers the potential for a convincing new idealism that has its foundation in scientific investigation, making room for spirituality… and presenting a way to understand how they meet the consciousness of the beholder.’ 
· Pearce doesn’t hold back on his dissatisfaction with postmodernism. ‘We don’t need to dwell much longer on the failings of postmodernity, because enough time has been spent polishing the brass on that sinking ship, which served well to identify the period of disorganization at the end of an era, but not to identify the characteristics of what that will follow.’
---
We are seeking, creating, reifying sublimity in silica semiconductors. Will this be the sole natural contribution to this posthuman sublime, grains of sand? While we ignore the ocean beside them, and stars above them, and lose all means to describe them?  
--- 
FEEDBACK: 
Perhaps some definitions or key quotations to establish the nuance of meaning for your key themes - so, for example, articulating your understanding, or indeed practice of, the allegorical mode. Also, perhaps aligning your reading of posthumanism with specific thinkers as they all have slight variations - this could be useful as you are situating your yourself both within (subjective) and outside (objective) this posthuman paradigm.
I am not familiar with your practice but, from reading this script, it appears that you are negotiating the space between postmodernism and posthumanism - considering what questions might be raised through the technical process of reproduction through human labour...

The other aspect to perhaps to comment upon, which again links directly to Baudrillard and the simulacrum, is that the neural network is effectively a simulation of collective human knowledge/experience etc. thus, if humanity is capable of operating within the allegorical mode then the neural network will eventually have the capacity to simulate it.


