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hey write; they paint;

they make music.

They pretend to be

human. But they're
not. They're PCs.

And PCs are, with our
help, masquerading as
novelists, painters, musi-
cians, poets, and sculp-
tors. If they're good,
they can fool the best of
us. If they're bad, they
still get a laugh.

But as their mimicry
improves, the lines be-
tween what they make
and what we create be-
gin to blur. Ethical, legal,
and artistic guestions
dance around like balls
in a pinball machine.

They're not doing it
by themselves, though.
We're still pulling the
strings, crafting the pro-
grams, and pushing the
technology to fire our
own creative juices—or
to see if we can make
these machines jump
through the hoops.

But computers of the
future may not be willing
to play second fiddle.

Synthetic Photos

Says John Grimes of the
Institute of Design at the
llinois Institute of Technol-
ogy, "l don't really think
machines can replace
what humans intrinsical-

ly do. Whatever comput-
ers become, we will de-

fine ourselves in contra-

distinction.” Yet Grimes
has spent years develop-
ing CameraWork, which
makes images in ways
no human could.

A professional pho-
tographer, Grimes want-
ed to experiment with
images,trycountlessvaria-
tions—many of which he
knew would fail-—quickly
and interac-
tively. CameraWork was
the result. By offering
30 fundamental process-
es and then letting users
combine those artistic at-
oms in any number of
ways, Cameralork can
add, subtract, and met-
amorphose images in
an almost infinite variety
of ways. Painters have
used it to transform char-
coal drawingsinto sweep-
ing pastels, and Grimes
uses it to produce varia-
tions of his photographs.

“What you end up
with is something un-
imaginable,” he says.
“You create a new im-
age that cannot be antic-
ipated.”" While these
synthetic photographs
wouldn't be possible
without the computer,
Grimes dismisses the
idea of computers as cre-

ators. “They don't make
instant art, nor do they
make anyone an instant
artist. What the comput-
er provides is a lever
for the imagination."
But the definitions
blur. Harold Cohen, a
Los Angeles-based
painter, has spent the
last 15 years perfecting
a program that paints.
Written in LISP, a com-
puter language long as-
sociated with artificial
intelligence research
and development, Ar-
ron's works have ap-
peared in several elec-
tronic art shows.
AutoDesk’'s Chaos:
The Software, though
not styled as an art pro-
gram, certainly produc-
es interesting images.
Fire up the program,
walk away, and when
you come back, you'll
find strange clouds,
mountains, or abstracts
on your monitor. To
some, those images
are as much art as
any Jackson Pollock.
Computerized self-an-
imations—such as the
MIT Media Lab's classic
Cootie, in which an ani-
mated Cootie toy scut-
tles from place to place
by its own set of rules—
evoke images of the
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kind of electronic life
software only now filter-
ing down to the home
computer. Maxis Soft-
ware's SimAnt, a simulat-
ed ant colany, is a good
example. "Who knows if

that isn't an art form?"

asks John Grimes.

Total Eclipse of Art
Dead women tell tales.
So claims Scott French.
This Foster City, Califor-
nia freelance writer
brought Jacqueline Sus-
ann back from the
grave. She was the flam-
boyant author of such
sultry 1960s novels as
Valley of the Dolls.
Using a Macintosh
llex and off-the-rack arti-
ficial intelligence soft-
ware, French painstaking-
ly re-created Susann's
style, characters, and sto-
ries, and then collaborat-
ed with the Mac on Just
This Once, a steamy
pseudo-Susann novel up-
dated for the 1990s.
French picked apart
Susann's writing and
then, using the Al soft-

ware, distilled her prose.

and plot lines into sever-
al hundred formulas.
These told the computer
how to write, shape the
plot, and develop char-
acters. After French
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