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Pure genius... but is it art?

The pursuit of machine creativity may be divisive, but there is
no denying it can have beautiful results, says Douglas Heaven

This strange idea crops up more
than once. Here he is discussing
the overall aim of the book: “This
will involve looking into the Tives’
of computers, exploring their
creativity, theirinnermost
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A.Michael Noll was intrigued. He
started to call the result “computer
art” and setabout trying to get
IBM 7094 to reproduce the
accidental scribble on purpose.
After a few coding experiments,
he got it to output pleasing zigzag
patterns on demand.

Nollsaid that the results
reminded him of Picasso’s 1911-12
painting Ma Jolie (pictured right),
and ended up exhibiting some
ofthe imagesin a gallery in
New York. When Noll sought to
copyright the work, however,the
US Library of Congress was less
impressed by marks made by a
machine. When Noll presented
the images as the specificresults
ofacomputer program he had
written, the library relented.

That distinction, between
art made by a computer versus
art made with a computer, has
been at the heart of the debate
swirling around creative
machines ever since. Created
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beyond the material it has to work
with?" he writes. “This is the
problem of creativity.”

This is Miller's third book
mining the intersection of art
and science for interesting ideas.
He comes at the topicviaa

artists experimenting with a new
medium. We meet Simon Colton,
a computer researcher who has
been building an Al painter called
The Painting Fool for most of his
career. It can produce portraits

in styles that reflect its “mood”,

which changes depending on what

is in the news that day,and then
critique its own efforts. Mark Riedl

how to invent and tell stories,
giving them a sense of characters,
motivations and plots.

Then there are artists
such as Anna Ridler and Mario
Klingemann, who have turned

& machine-learning software into

2 amedium-cum-muse, feeding

i = imagesintoacomputerand then
s & reworking the machine-twisted
4 results into strange new forms. For

& now at least, the most promising
3 art produced by machines comes

¥ = from this kind of collaboration in
£ il which human and machine riff off

& one another, making something

at Georgia Tech teaches computers

that neither would have been able
to create on their own.

Some of' the projects lean more
to the side of “art made witha
computer” than others. But with
the advances in Alin the past few
years, we are increasingly seeing
examples of machines creating
music or images or stories
without, or with very little,
human guidance. For now, these
solo efforts won't win any awards.
But why shouldn’t they in future?
“In this day and age, we are going
to have to rethink what we mean
by thinking and what we mean by
creativity,” writes Miller.

Itis when Miller does just that,
and mulls over the significance of
what he has been writing about,
thatThave less confidence in him
asa guide. For a start, he wantsto
separate “everyday creativity, like
discovering a new route to work”
from “the big, domain-breaking
feats of creativity, such as
discovering the theory of

relativity”. He is interested in the
big stuff and dwells quite a biton
genius, at times invoking the likes
of Beethoven, Picasso and Einstein
with near-mystical reverence.

Butwhat aboutall the muddle
inthe middle? The bad poetry,a
toddler’s painting? A computer
that could independently produce
the equivalent of a doodle you
might make while on the phone
would still be doing something
creative. Most art isn't high art.
What is more, what if discovering
the theory of relativity isin fact
akinto coming up withlots of new
routes to work, rather than some
indivisible flash of genius?

Then there is the odd way Miller
talks about AL In one example, he
writes: “And all this means that
computers are now finally
beginning to create art, literature,
and music in ways that exhibit
not only their creativity but their
innerlives.” It isn't at all clear what
acomputer’sinner life might be.

misses it out - completely.

5till, the questions that Miller
pursues in his book are some of
the most exciting ones you can ask
about artificial intelligence today.
Computers that surprise us—that
make things we haven't imagined
or find solutions to problems we
have overlooked —will change the
world. And there is good reason
to think that computers will do
these things in ways that will feel
aliento us.

Miller asks whether computers
will develop the qualities we see
in creative people, or develop
their own form of autonomous
creativity, “not as replica people
but as an altogether different and
independent form of intelligence”,
Itis one of the big questions and
Miller gives us a taste of what is
possible. It goes down even better
taken with a pinch of salt.

Douglas Heaven is a consultant
for New Scientist
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The Power of Bad: And
how to overcome it
(Allen Lane) finds science
writer john Tierney and
social psychologist Roy
Baumeister unpicking
negativity bias, a mental
glitch that makes it easy
forustoseethingsina
gloomy light.
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