Introduction

The increasingly rapid advancement of visual artificial intelligence (AI) since the ‘Aaron model’ in "the early 1970s" (Yavuz, 2024) has introduced a plethora of anxieties and challenges yet promising opportunities in all fields, including the arts. This research aims to unearth the similarities and differences between human art and AI art. The fundamental question this study seeks to explore is: Can AI replicate human-generated art, and if so, what are the fundamental differences between them? This research aims to determine whether participants in an exhibition can distinguish artwork created by humans and that generated by AI This paper seeks to explore this distinction—or lack thereof- to reveal our understanding of art and creativity in the contemporary digital landscape. 

This study is significant not only because it delves into uncharted territory but also because the implications extend far beyond the art world. As AI technologies advance, the applications in creative fields are met with excitement from emerging job opportunities (Shine, 2023) and apprehension or fear that AI could diminish or even replace the value of human creativity. This research investigates the legitimate concerns surrounding AI whilst simultaneously examining its potential to aid self-reflection, identity and varying emotional states. By addressing these questions, this study contributes to broader discussions about the role of technology in art in contemporary society.

The novelty of this research resides in the fact that it tackles an area previously unexplored due to it simply not existing to the standard that it has currently reached; only now has AI technology reached the level of sophistication that allows it to generate art convincingly enough to challenge human-made work. As a practitioner in the 21st century, I understand the necessity of confronting these rapid advancements in our society. Rather than avoiding the inevitable influence of AI, this project seeks to understand more profoundly how machine learning can impact the authenticity and emotional resonance of artistic works.

This study employs a multidisciplinary approach, drawing from psychology, philosophy and social sciences with an emphasis on theories that examine the essence of art and the impact of technology on artistic practice. The key theorists informing this research include the Turing test by Alan Turing in 1949 (Oppy and Dowe, 2003), a ‘game’ where a participant is asked to identify a human and a computer through written questioning; however, my research scaffolds this theory with it being a visual experiment, Baudrillard’s simulation theory (1981) in which he states that technology is impairing societies ability to decipher what is real, Walter Benjamin’s 1935 essay cautioned the invention of photography has the potential to diminish arts ‘specialness’ which he titles ‘aura’.  

The structure of the essay is divided into three main sections. The first is a literature review that explores both the emotional and cathartic elements of art and what AI art lacks. It is followed by the theories related to art reproduction and emerging technologies' influence. The research in practice section elaborates on the process and intent of each of the artworks for AI replication; I explain how and why each piece was created to demonstrate the difference between instantly generated art and art from catharsis.
Lastly, the analysis, where the collected data from the audience’s reception is made sense of and refers back to the thinkers in the literature review. I state the experiments’ shortcomings and how I will rectify these in my future studies. 



Research in theory

Researching a range of thinkers from different periods has informed my research question: Can audiences distinguish between AI-generated and human-created artwork, and if so, what fundamentally separates them? I will elaborate on the two halves of my research: art for catharsis and art as an illusion, what happens when the two collide through the deception of evolving technology, and what role this has on the artist’s identity. 

For my methodology, I have used a new kind of narrative enquiry by incorporating AI in “the study of experience” (Tierney, Rizvi and Ercikan, 2022); storytelling is an innate human quality, supported by Clandinin and Huber (2010) “Human beings have lived out and told stories about that living for as long as we could talk. And then we have talked about the stories we tell for almost as long.” However, Baudrillard (1981), my key theorist, warns us, “For ethnology to live, its object must die.” (p13), but he states a paradox insofar as the object lives on through the records and thus can never die. 

Collecting my data through the potentially “self-indulgent” (Sparkes, A. 2002) method of autoethnography. Puzzling together fragments of my identity by drawing and writing my experience to tell my story, see where I spent my time, what I noticed and how I really felt. Where my project differs is the use of emerging technology, asking it to make sense of the rich primary qualitative data and to mimic my practice work, how well can it do this? I chose these data collection methods as art is intensely personal; they allow me to explore my art and discover what kind of artist I am to see if AI can recreate this artwork. 


From this, another query arises raises: is all art meta-design now, “meta- when used as a prefix is “change of place, order, or nature” [1]. Historically, since the 1960s, the term MetaDesign has been used to focus on the possibilities of “de- signing the design” (Giaccardi, 2005). Simply a gift that keeps giving and keeps evolving; when every image can be extended infinitely with machine learning, can the audience tell what is real and what is AI? One abstract ink image I created and expanded, even I, the creator, could not tell where the ‘real’ ended and the AI simulation began. Furthermore, another question was raised: is the art I’m creating even really art as the art created is a way of collecting data? Arguably not art according to Kant’s (1951) “Critique of Judgment”, in which he argues beauty – in turn, art (whatever this may be) is “purposiveness without purpose”. Alternatively, does this downgrade me to a “manufacturer of art” as Camus would insist, (2018) not a true artist. I believe that true art has a part of the artist intertwined as stated by Oscar Wild in ‘A Portrait of Dorien Grey” (1908), a hallmark of true art, in addition he states that “all art is useless” so exists for its own sake, akin to victor cousins’ observation in the early 19th century “l’art pour l’art” (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2015) art for art’s sake. 

Not being formally educated in art and, frankly, being bad at realism has previously made me feel inferior. However, James Thurber’s observation, “There is no such thing as good art or bad art, there. Only art. And damn little of it!” (p46 Bayles and Orland, 1993) brings great solace. Freeland (2001) states that we don’t look at an O’Keefe or a Van Gogh because they are accurate depictions, but rather as they make us feel something, it is just as Schopenhauer infers aesthetics has no place in the arts, the primary function being on providing a transient experience (Janaway et al. 2010). So surely, the audience should be able to tell what a simulation is based on feelings aroused when observing the piece. 

Creating art from experience, which is what sets AI art apart from ‘real’ art, helps us “define our experiences more precisely in areas where words are inadequate” (Berger, p33), or as Kafka states his writing is “To communicate something uncommunicable”. Seeking to express oneself “in the language of all” (Camus, 2018) just as much as trying to understand oneself. Camus Create Dangerously (2018) has been an inspiration insofar as art should be authentic, a declaration of the self’s truth, the true artist is not remotely concerned with the reception, mentioning that god is the only realistic artist and all other artists are “unfaithful to reality” so I have moved away from drawing literally so to speak, we all know AI can create perfectly – but can it create imperfect art as imperfect people do (Bayles and Orland, 1993)?  

The theme of authenticity leads me seamlessly to the main body of research: the falsity and deception of images; and how this has once again been heightened by AI, explored initially by Walter Benjamin’s 1935 essay “The Work Of Art In The Age Of The Mechanical Reproduction” where he mitigates the consequences and advantages of the invention of photography. He coins the term 'Aura', defined as a quality of an original artwork; this comes from the original art's "unique presence in time and space” (Berger, 1977) but is lost or rather ‘fractured’ by reproduction.


Plato devised the allegory of the cave in ‘Republic' (375BC) to explain his concept of ‘the realm of forms’ essentially, he said that everything we see is but a representation of the perfect form of things, that we are physically incapable of seeing the true or real ‘thing’, the perfect form. “A Form is aspatial (transcendent to space) and atemporal (transcendent to time)” Blakeley (2022), meaning it is eternal and unchanging. For example, we see beauty in a rose or as a physical manifestation, such as an act of love. Sontag elaborates in the first chapter aptly named “In Plato’s Cave” in ‘on photography’ (1977) that photography doesn’t actually show ‘the real’ but rather a “pseudo presence” of the actual, photography can be seen as an allegory of the cave allegory in a sense. 


This leads to the most prevalent theory in my work ‘simulation simulacra’ (1981), by Jean Baudrillard. The basis of the theory lies in the concept that technology has assisted in diminishing the parameters of what is real and what is an illusion due to rising technology. he states the ‘orders’:

Such would be the successive phases of the image: 
it is the reflection of a profound reality;
it masks and denatures a profound reality. 
It masks the absence of a profound reality. 
It has no relation to any reality whatsoever; it is its own pure simulacrum. (p6) 

Examples of the phases in my own work are as follows: 

1. The original drawings mimic reality but a clear representation.
2. The scans of my drawings – they are not the actual drawings but, without observation, could be confused with the drawings.
3. The AI-generated work – it is art based on art, a copy that lacks an original, the truth no longer exists. 

Lastly, he coins the term ‘ hyperreal’ “models of a real without origin or reality itself” (Baudrillard pg.1), Which is displayed in the final exhibition; the viewer does not know what is real or what is not. It is crucial to remember that these orders are not rigid, and an image can fluctuate and be somewhat fluid between said ‘orders’. 

Regarding the execution of my final piece in the exhibition, I gained inspiration from the “Kafka: making of an Icon” exhibition in the Bodleian “including literary notebooks, drawings, diaries, letters, postcards, glossaries, and photographs.” (Ox.ac.uk, 2024). Most notably, they had an interactive wall where the gallery goers were asked to place a sticker on either side of a wall to indicate whether they would “burn without exception” (Brod, 1948) Kafka’s manuscripts as he requested or not. I thought this was engaging and memorable; Dewey states reflection is vital to understanding (Rodgers, 2002), which aligns with my belief that art should spark discussions – through this, we can better understand the world as we know it. Equally, Vygotsky is an advocate for social learning (M Cathrene Connery, John-Steiner and Marjanovic-Shane, 2010), the viewer can discuss with a companion their thoughts and gain an understanding as learning is a social activity (Race, 2014). 

This demonstrates my belief that we should learn from art, that art is about thinking.
Having my own drawings and the AI’s next to each other and placing a sticker would be excellent data collection whilst also keeping the audience engaged. 
This has helped my anxieties about the exhibition, that it is less art and more research. 

This mimics the “Turing imitation game” founded in 1950 by (Oppy and Dowe, 2003). The ‘game’ being whether a human can differentiate another human and a machine through written questioning. However, my test is visual, can the participant identify the AI artwork from the human-generated artwork? 









Research in practice

This section of the essay will explore my practice and how each piece attempts to aid me in discovering the differences between human and machine-generated artwork. I will describe my work in terms of process and the messages I attempted to communicate to myself rather than the audience, more so than how I replicated them with AI, as it is the thought process behind the original that actually matters; the AI has no motivation nor thought process.


Oil pastel scribble

I had created this piece for a previous module (green scribble drawing), as I reflected on a memory. It is part of a collection I call "blind left-hand feeling drawings" similar to Martin Creed's blind portraits, focusing on the sitter “not at all at the image while he executes it” (atlasnewsletter, 2013). However, I am focused on feelings and memories. I thought of a route I had taken in a gallery, how I remember the sun in the sky and how impressive the clouds were. This I remember most, feeling excited and energetic. The grey clouds that formed as dusk fell. The black as night fell, the intense anxiety. I felt the green worry, the bush of ivy I hid in. I always feel like my drawings waste paper; I fought gallantly against that instinct here. I let my mind go blank and forget I am drawing. When I do decide I am finished, I look at them and try to make sense of them. In terms of meaning, for me, the artist, it is in complete opposition to the note written in anger, which I will discuss later. The intention was a catharsis to expel and document the joy of immortalising the unconscious self. 

My question for the AI replica was we all know AI can draw perfectly but can it draw imperfectly? Can AI mimic the pure joy that is transferred into the piece? 

The AI creation of this piece was created by selecting the whole empty page with the and asking it to “draw a crayon scribble”. I felt as if I had created the piece in one; it should too. Then, "oil pastel scribble" as this seemed to give a better texture, yet they were still 'smudgy' and lacked the 'grain' oil pastels produce; I believe this is because the AI did not recognise the grey and black oil pastels being different colours, rather the grey was a smudged black. Most people were able to tell this apart from the real thing; I lingered around the pillar with my drawings and overheard, "This looks too perfect, calculated, it must be AI" This was my main observation. 

Ink Flowers 

When I first drew the solitary literal blue flower, I was not fond of it at all. I was still clinging to the idea that realism is true art. This outline of the flower was drawn first with black ink with a bamboo stick, once dry, I coloured it in somewhat with water-soluble coloured pencils. Brushing over the blue pencil flowers with a light wash of water gave the flowers softer, more realistic, or rather less scribbly buds, which contrasts against the green pencil marks. They are careless, one could argue reckless as I had no concern for colouring in the lines. I just wanted to draw a flower. 

I created the second piece by dipping a flower into yellow ink, pressing it against the page, creating a textured imprint, and then drawing roughly around it with black ink. I became passionately disappointed and smeared and rubbed the flower into the bottom left corner of the page in frustration. I began to draw a flower on top of the yellow mistake but decided to give up soon after I'd drawn the stalk; it would never be good enough anyway. I tried to draw a crocus, coloured it in purple, smeared it on the water, and decided I had failed. My last attempt was the most gestural and least literal of them all; I do not even remember what flower it was. I thought the whole thing was useless, so with rage, I cut through the paper with blunt blue and yellow pencils for good measure. 

The intention for this piece was to throw myself in the deep end, showing something that felt vulnerable, something I thought was terrible, affirming Winnicott's belief that 'Artists are people driven by the tension between the desire to communicate and the desire to hide.' (Winnicott, 2017). The AI piece was created by expanding the image, selecting the empty canvas area and either "fill" or "duplicate". I created several different AI pieces this way and chose the most successful after printing them. 

Ink on hemp


I also created this piece for the last module. It was my awakening to create how I wanted to, and just for "the joy of painting" (Ross, 1983–1994), the piece means a lot to me, so much I wrote an essay about the process. I was afraid of its reception, but less so than usual as it is "just mark making" as I overheard. This is how I managed to let go of the fear or it being seen as good or bad objectively. I believe it's a matter of taste, who is to say whose taste is better than an ‘other’? 

This piece I created differently to the other AI sorcery. I carefully selected just the ink marks (not the whole page) and asked it to draw an "ink line". It duplicated the marks perfectly, and I repeated this for every black line I had produced. The bottom print of the AI rosemary (to me the creator) looks more real than the real one itself, a hyperreal (Baudrillard, 1981). The ink splash above it looks “too perfect to be real”, as I overheard. furthermore, the AI has a ‘shine’ to it; the irregularity of texture doesn’t quite match the rest or the original piece. 

Ink note

The note from my exhibition was a note written in a heightened drunken state, “Hemingway explained that “modern life is often a mechanical oppression, and liquor is the only mechanical relief.” (Marschner, 2014). My inhibitions were lost to Storm Joslyn; my thoughts were deafening, and I felt I had to expel them for catharsis as Freud (1908) would insist this would improve my wellbeing. I dipped my bamboo ink stick in the film canister I keep my black ink and wrote on the first piece of paper I could grasp; I tore it out of the notepad. Anger and frustration ran from my fingertips, the bamboo scratching, engraving the page. I finished with a sigh of relief, stared at it, left my desk and passed out. The next day I was scanning all of my drawings for the exhibition; the note was still on my desk. While it was there, I may as well scan it, what harm could that cause? There are no mistakes, only happy accidents” (Ross, B. 1983-1994). Embrace failure like an old friend. I scanned the note with the scanner lid open so the ‘background’/negative space overexposes and renders it colourless, as opposed to if it were down, it would be white. Personally I like a strong contrast, I feel it engages the eye. The note is placed at a careless angle, mirroring the way it was found on my desk. I thought I would crop the edges in Photoshop, but this is not how I placed the paper in the first place. This note is authentic I'm scared to show it, I was not going to show it (and without AI I would not have shared it.) But it came from the heart. 

I selected the areas of text I thought were the most definitive, the words that gave away what it actually was, the actual meaning, and asked the ‘generative fill’ to fill asked it to fill it in with the same “handwriting”. It took some trials and errors; this sometimes made the handwriting a pencil-like texture which did not match so I repeated with "ink handwriting" and repeated this until I found one that looks as if it were forged but AI. 
“Often struggled with text generation due to their primary focus on visual elements rather than textual accuracy” (Stockimg.ai, 2024) so the written text remains a mystery to the viewer. Basquiat once said, “I cross out words so you will see them more; the fact that they are obscured makes you want to read them.”  (Lexi Manatakis, 2017), engaging the spectator and allowing speculation and projection onto the piece. 

The unadulterated words in the message read “… has made me … … you … do not … me. I think … … … up. … you’re not… my … … t. shirt.” Because I know what it is I thought it was obvious what it said but after asking peers and friends, no one seemed to be able to break the code. I was glad of this. 

The note had a recipient in mind, one I thought would be absent. However, plans changed, and they said they were coming; I thought this was too brutal to show, surely? “But a passion drives me greater than my will” (P33 Freeland, 2001). I was talking to a friend, reflecting on the potential consequences of this action. She quoted Camus (2018) and asked me bluntly, “What would Camus do?" I took inspiration from Meursault in 'The Stranger’ (1942); I should just focus on the moment and not worry too much about the aftereffects. 

I chose these works because I feel like they are the most ‘me’ out of all of the pieces. Thus, in theory making it harder for AI to capture the ‘artness’ and individuality of the pieces. If the ‘self’ is not truly merged in the work then I believe the audience would find it easier to decode the pieces. I believe that what makes the work different fundamentally is the self and the feelings that are put into the work. 













Analysis

How has the exhibition data helped answer the question: Can audiences differentiate between AI-generated and human-created artwork, and what are their fundamental differences?

The data was collected in the form of having the AI drawings and my own placed side by side for the audience to compare and to place a sticker by the piece they believed to be AI, referring to the ‘Turning test’ “whether machines can think” (Oppy and Dowe, 2003). Unfortunately, the stickers were taken down before they were formally counted, which is a considerable limitation when analysing the experiment. Fortunately, from the observations I noted during the exhibition, I have a reasonable understanding of the audience's overall reaction and response to the pieces. 
 
What makes this an innovative approach is that simply, it has not been able to exist to such a sophisticated standard before. Creatives need to be able to identify 'fake' works, as of now they will only become more prevalent. I wanted to explore the idea of authenticity, surely a human-made work but be distinguishable. Rapidly the notion of the fine arts has gravitated to the message over the medium, art being about concepts. As previously discussed what makes the difference is that humans having feelings, humans have ontology (lived experiences), fears, and different ways of seeing. In contrast, AI only mimics these – and reflects back to us what we put in. It can analyse and parody but cannot create something new.
 
The audience seemed very hesitant to place stickers, I repeatedly heard that it was a hard challenge and noticed the viewers spent a lot of time observing my pieces and discussing with an accomplice. This observation, alongside the fact that there were very few stickers placed, suggests that, indeed, it was quite difficult for the viewers.  
 
The most ‘figurative’ piece of work was the most misidentified. The piece with the most stickers was surprisingly my own artwork, the middle piece the AI copy of the ink flower triptych collected the least stickers out of all the pieces. I was surprised by this as I believe the AI copy to look quite jaunty, disconnected and non-sensical. However, I believe what gave people the impression that the middle was ai was how I had started to draw different flowers and given up. This lack of completion may have given the impression of mechanical, rather than human, creativity. 
 
These findings suggest AI generative fill seems better adapted to recreating with mediums such as ink (as opposed to oil pastels); I am included to believe this is because the ink has a more regular and predictable pattern, so as a result, AI piece has a similar texture thus giving a more cohesive appearance. The misidentification reveals an aspect of human perception; the audience seems to associate unfinished and rough marks with the mechanical process, while on the contrary, this is an innate human quality.  
 
The smooth ink lines contrast the gritty and irregular texture of oil pastels, the nuanced imperfections that come from tactile, less uniform mediums, giving it a more smudgy-perfect appearance. This gave the viewers more confidence in identifying the AI. So, it seems that the audience cannot fully identify ‘fake’ artworks, which is troubling for many artists as it could reduce their livelihoods (Hatton, 2023).  


This project is the perfect demonstration of the simulation theory by Baudrillard (1981) due to the difficulty and misinterpretation of all of the pieces displayed. This is directly supported as in a hyperreal state, the imitation (AI artwork) becomes more convincing than the original (my human art). In the example of the ink drawings the smooth lines and technical precision AI was perceived as more “real” or professional, while my human-made artwork—despite being imbued with emotional intent. As Bayles and Orland (1993) insist, ‘art is made by ordinary people’; ordinary people are inherently flawed and if their art is somewhat of a reflection of the self, the work – especially sketchbook pieces (as all of my displayed work was) which are unfiltered and not intended for display. 
 
I am explicitly engaging with ‘Plato’s cave’ as my actual drawings, the “marvellously made object” (Berger, p.13) are the objects that cast the shadows AI’s drawings are the shadows because the AI drawings/shadows could not appear without something to cast the shadow, the shadow being “an act of un-invention” as Sontag states the properties of the camera in ‘on photography’ (1977.) 
 
Walter Benjamin says that there is an aura that comes from original artwork, and this is fractured by photography of the real thing. it is the wear and tear of the art, its history and ownership (1935) So in a sense perhaps the scanned copy and the AI copy aren't so different after all which could indicate why some spectators could not spot the difference. But this is elevated in consideration that the human-generated drawing is actually not the real; but a mechanical reproduction through scanning and printing, rendering the original piece aura-less, much like sacrificing a queen in chess, this was a price I had to pay. The authentic is the original, of which there is none in my final piece due to the scanning. This made me worry less whether people will like it or not because it is not the real thing, it does not have an aura so by this theory the audience may not be able to tell the difference as they are both void of this "unique quality". AI was able to mimic my style as a whole throughout the piece to the point people were not confident even if they did get it correct. My scanned pieces which were falsely accused of being AI perhaps didn’t have enough of an aura or the self inside to carry it as authentic.
 
The small sample group limited the data I collected, which equally skewed my results due to biases. The study was at an exhibition where multiple other students were familiar with the properties of AI, but at the very least all participants have an interest in art.

To continue this research, I would ‘host’ the study in different locations, one with more foot traffic and an audience whose background is not in the arts, I assume the results will be similar with most people being uncertain of what is real and what is not. Equally I think this study could be transferred digitally as a questionnaire where participants have to submit an answer rather than the participants avoiding participating. Regardless the exhibition has successfully highlighted the nuances of artistic creation through introducing AI work which the audience struggled to identify. It suggests that authenticity is indeed easier to replicate than is assumed.   
 
I hold a solid belief that if my original unscanned drawings were used they would be identified as the real, from the texture of the paper if nothing else. To continue this, another exploration I could undertake would be for me to copy AI’s drawing of my work in real life on real paper and to repeat this experiment. Would that copied piece be mine as I have drawn it with my own real hands, but it is AI’s drawing, or rather AI’s copy of my own drawing. There are many different avenues this research could explore at a PhD level.


Conclusion


This research aimed to explore whether an audience could distinguish AI-created work over human-generated work and examine the fundamental differences and deeper implications of AI in the contemporary art world.

The key findings revealed that many viewers struggled to decipher between the two forms of art, many misidentifying AI-generated pieces as human-made and vice versa. This reflects a cultural shift towards Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality, where now the boundaries between real and artificial merge and the reproductions appear to be more real than the real thing itself. Plato’s allegory of the cave also provides an understanding, much like the prisoners who mistake the shadows for reality, many of the audience members were trapped; unable to differentiate between real and simulated art. Those who could identify the differences represent the few who have "escaped the cave," seeing through the simulacra to the traces of humanity AI struggles to replicate. Yet even this distinction is fragile, as both human and AI-generated art can be seen as reproductions—shadows of the ideal Form of art, echoing Baudrillard’s view that in a world of hyperreality, the original and the copy become indistinguishable.

The results of this study imply AI technology has reached a standard that it can convincingly imitate human creativity, it has demonstrated that the perception of authenticity remains rooted in an artwork’s history, its intention, and the energy that the artist has gifted the piece. An authentic artwork is emotionally charged, whilst AI's is nothing other than an imitation. AI can not capture the emotional depth intrinsic to human-made art.

Ultimately, as technology continues to advance it will continue to blur the lines between creator and machine, art may no longer be defined by its maker but by the emotional and intellectual responses it provokes in its viewers.
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