
 

 

 
 

Tears and Rain - AI and authorship: 
Challenging concepts of the unique through 
unauthored rarity.  
 
Abstract 
 
This paper explores the evolving nature of authorship and meaning making in illustration 
against the backdrop of AI generative art technologies and image saturation. Moving 
beyond surface debates around AI obsolescence, it aims to reframe discourse through an 
interdisciplinary lens of theory, visual culture, and futurism. The central hypothesis posits 
that in our eagerness to declare authorial intent's "death," we may have failed to recognize 
how meaning has migrated rather than disappeared. By synthesising perspectives from 
postmodern theory to altermodern frameworks and specifically through the evidencing of 
Frederic Jameson's concept of parody and pastiche in visual culture. The paper claims that 
authorial significance has shifted into uncharted territories we remain blind to - with critical 
repercussions for illustrators' roles as cultural curators. In an era where users of AI can 
infinitely generate "unique" images of high quality without any illustrative ability. Perhaps the 
true value for illustrative arts lies in cultivating "rareness" - contextually-embedded artefacts 
imbued with intention that cut through visual noise. This pivot has profound implications for 
professional practice, ethics, and training. The paper aims to initiate new dialogues 
examining these future-facing considerations. This scholarly inquiry emerges from over a 
decade critically investigating impacts of computational advances on image production and 
reception to identify the hidden impact of postmodernism as it accelerates through new 
technical abilities provided by AI to suggest new authorial mutations.  
 

0: Introduction 
 
To successfully outline the impact of image overload and its significance for authorial 
practices within the field of expanded illustration practice, it is necessary to incorporate 
the wider scope of visual culture. Illustration being an increasingly sophisticated medium 
that acts on but is also - more importantly in this case - acted upon by slippages from 



 

 

other mediums. Look for instance at the rise in animated illustrated content and if we 
consider animation as a super medium that crosses borders (Levitt 2018) illustration is 
often also just as guilty of this transgression. Therefore, the methodology of this essay 
must use cross media critical and comparative analysis taking cues from areas as 
diverse as Hip-hop culture, film criticism, AI design and postmodernist practice because 
they often precede or signify changes in a general mode of consumption that are not 
directly obvious, but put in to question how we think about audience facing practices 
such as illustration rather like a canary warns the miner. Because to fail to recognise a 
general change in consumer behaviour is also a failure to recognise a change in 
audience. Therefore, a cross-media approach is more suited to the task of identifying 
general trends in the behaviour of mediated consumption illustrated, animated, static, 3D, 
auditory or otherwise. 
The article will necessarily begin by outlining the instant impact of AI across all areas of 
the creative industry comparing this to the historical legacy of technological assimilation 
and critiques thereof for example, the co-option and impact of photographic technology 
before bringing into focus the relevance of AI and the inherent dichotomy of intelligence 
and creativity which is so entwined with concepts of the Authorial. 
Once this is achieved, we can then progress in Part 2 towards the real task at hand which 
would be to outline, Identify and diagnose Fredric Jameson’s morphological categories of 
postmodern consumption: parody, pastiche, and schizophrenia within multiple Cross 
Media specific examples. The argument being that only through cross media analysis 
can we ascertain whether or Jameson's concept has really infiltrated our current reality 
as comprehensively as he predicted.  
Once this has been achieved it then turns to the necessary procedure of questioning the 
framing of this concept. Highlighting a potential blind sightedness or misinterpretation of 
the postmodern critique through the application of Nicolaus Bourriaud’s alter modernist 
theory to question post-modern conceptual reliance on a singular ‘authorial meaning’ 
from the outset thus allowing us to hypothesise a new authorial mutation.  
Only once this has been explicated can we fully consider the next logical conclusion of 
post modernism and the illustrator's role forthwith. In doing so this will enable current 
practitioners to consider their work and its relevance through the metaphor ‘Like tears in 
rain’ which is to say that within a torrential downpour of AI mediated images how can the 
illustrator still make something meaningful and does this involve a complete reappraisal 
of the authoring process to allow for the development of their own ‘tear drops’ (rare 
contextually multi-coded artifacts) and if so, what would this look like?  
Once this has been achieved the consequences and implications of this hypothesis will 
be explored in part 3: resurrection (to follow) by observing manifestations of derivative 
production and consumption that begin to occur in the Japanese Otaku culture of the 



 

 

90’s and early 2000’s identified by Harumi Azuma and applying his concept of ‘database 
consumption’ as a model for this new authorial mutation. 

 
1: Artificial Intelligence 
 
It is 1981 and the actor Rutger Hauer sits cross legged on a roof with a large nail impaled 
through his right hand which appears to be dead…lifeless. The rain pours incessantly. He 
is playing the role of replicant Roy Batty and has just saved the life of the ‘Blade Runner’ 
Rick Deckard who was hired to kill him. He does not have long left to live…  
 

“I've seen things you people wouldn't believe... Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of 
Orion... I watched C-beams glitter in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate. All those 
moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain... Time to die.” (Blade Runner 1982) 

 
This is known as the ‘tears in rain’ monologue and is of interest in three ways: 
Firstly, it is a popular example of a robot developing human traits: empathy, regret and 
even altruism by saving Deckard/Descartes1. Secondly it is an example of a machine 
behaving unpredictably if we think of actors as automata programmed with lines of 
directional code. Because it was ad-libbed it is a metaphoric robot going off script, 
developing its own mind. And thirdly, most importantly for this essay, it uses the striking 
metaphor of ‘tears in rain’ which we can reframe here to discuss authorial illustrations 
place within the rising proliferation of AI imagery entering our visual culture.  
AI or ‘generative art’ forces us as visual artists to question who we are and reflect on 
what we do, not so different from Roy and his gang of replicants. To do this effectively we 
need to understand just what it is that AI is asking of us. For this paper, I want to suggest 
that this question should be: What is it that makes something ‘unique’ and what makes 
something ‘rare’? Thinking about this in reference to the Blade Runner monologue, tears 
are rare, and raindrops are individually unique. For a tear to form we need to affect an 
emotional response that draws upon a highly complex human nervous system while rain; 
well, that seems to be everywhere in LA 2019. Why frame the question in this way? 
Because in an age of democratised access to multiple forms of creative technology and 
modes of dissemination the ability to make infinitely unique works becomes ubiquitous.  
 
 

 
1 The conflation of Deckard with Descartes is originally introduced by philosopher Iain Hamilton Grant see 
(Grant 2017: 282-283) 



 

 

Therefore, it seems necessary for the author/illustrator to nurture an authorial rareness 
which, like the tear, involves much more than passively falling due to the hegemonic 
gravitational force of mass ‘prosumption’. The question then necessarily becomes how 
can we nurture rarity; rather than how do we encourage individuality? The re -framing of 
this would involve something along the lines of enhancing the ‘idiolect’ outlined by Roland 
Barthes (Barthes 1977: 47). By increasing the author’s lexicon of cultural awareness and in 
so doing refocus the authorial around the ability to draw poetically upon multiple 
analogous sources. An ability outside of any technique that could be mastered by AI/ML, 
precisely because it is outside of language and arguably ‘outside the educational 
environment where analysis rarely extends to examining the complex highly individual, 
methodologies, involved in realising works of illustration.’ (Gannon and Fauchon 2020:15) 
‘Might illustrators enjoy new employment opportunities if value was duly placed on the 
expertise involved in communicating and engaging with targeted audiences? (Gannon, 
2021:15) In which case and for the purpose of this essay we need to understand the 
changing relationship between illustrator and audience within the context of AI. 
 
In a survey on AI use in the creative industry published November 20232 there was a 
marked disparity between the uptake of AI in the creative sector and the willingness to 
engage with it as part of an illustrative practice “AI tools are already in use by 83% of 
creatives” whereas “53% of illustrators have never used AI” (Bourton Lucy 2023: n.pag.). That 
is four fifths of creatives using AI whereas over half of illustrators opting out. There could 
be many reasons for this, but what these initial figures suggested was that if any 
prospective illustrator did have a desire to enter the creative sector, judging by the current 
projected rise of AI use within the creative economy it would be advisory to take these 
tools seriously.  
 
Looking at an established visual effects companies like Electric Theatre Company, it 
becomes clear just how well placed the creative sector was in receiving the new 
potentials of Generative AI, incorporating it into their workflow neatly and efficiently. Their 
teams were happily using the technology to add a novel filter and even a little chaos into 
their projects. The animation teams were ready to experiment with any new software 
development as they appeared almost weekly. Here we saw adverts for both Coca Cola 
and Meta using the potential of AI3 early on. 
 

 
2 https://www.itsnicethat.com/features/shades-of-intelligence-insights-launch-creative-industry-ai-151123 
 
3 https://electrictheatre.tv/work/meta-the-tiger-the-buffalo/ 
(The Making of The Tiger and The Buffalo 2022) 
 

https://www.itsnicethat.com/features/shades-of-intelligence-insights-launch-creative-industry-ai-151123
https://electrictheatre.tv/work/meta-the-tiger-the-buffalo/


 

 

The take up has been so fast that there are still trepidations around AI use and copyright, 
with certain brands promoting a full ban on AI use in their imagery, pushing back by 
stating their commitment to non-algorithmic artforms4. Not everyone welcomes these 
new potentials and for some brands this makes sense. If we take for example cosmetics, 
who wants to be shown beauty products on a fake human image? However, these initial 
tremors around copyright seem antithetical to the UK government's own white paper on 
AI which seeks to weaken Intellectual property rights in its bid to become a World leader 
in AI research5. Then again, artists are fighting back with collectives like Spawning AI who 
provide open-source ways to manage and opt out of the huge data training sets that 
trawl images from across the Internet, even writing malicious software to corrupt image 
scraping data sets6. Most recently they launched the first ever public domain data set 
PD12M in November 2024. 
 
There is clearly room for discussion as AI, or what is now increasingly being termed 
‘generative art’, has already been incorporated into popular culture as the recent promo 
video for Kanye West’s album ‘Vultures’ by Jon Rafman attests7. So, although an attack 
on the existential utility of an illustrator may feel unwelcome, that is to say when the 
illustrators expertise is circumvented within the production of images or narrative, we 
may need to use some capitalist realism, for example, haven't we always enhanced 
humans for beauty advertisements, and how many visual creatives challenged music 
streaming services as they degraded the earnings of independent musicians over the last 
decade? If one thing is clear it is that convenience wins out. Perhaps now is a good time 
to look at technologies' impact on all artists collectively, in which case haven't we been 
here before? 

  
We can see AI image generation being bootstrapped on to illustrative projects to push 
forward ideologies of large tech firms as you would expect. Hewlett Packard released the 

 
4 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/virgietovar/2024/04/18/dove-becomes-first-beauty-brand-to-ban-ai-
generated-women-in-
ads/#:~:text=Dove%20has%20become%20the%20first%20beauty%20brand%20to%20commit%20to,bra
nd%20celebrating%20a%20significant%20milestone. 
 
 
5 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4371204 
 (Guadamuz 2023) 
 
6 See data governance for generative ai  https://spawning.ai  
(Dryhurst, Matt and Herndon, Holly 2022) 
 
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GQEcxrY0CWA 
(Rafman 2024) 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/virgietovar/2024/04/18/dove-becomes-first-beauty-brand-to-ban-ai-generated-women-in-ads/#:%7E:text=Dove%20has%20become%20the%20first%20beauty%20brand%20to%20commit%20to,brand%20celebrating%20a%20significant%20milestone
https://www.forbes.com/sites/virgietovar/2024/04/18/dove-becomes-first-beauty-brand-to-ban-ai-generated-women-in-ads/#:%7E:text=Dove%20has%20become%20the%20first%20beauty%20brand%20to%20commit%20to,brand%20celebrating%20a%20significant%20milestone
https://www.forbes.com/sites/virgietovar/2024/04/18/dove-becomes-first-beauty-brand-to-ban-ai-generated-women-in-ads/#:%7E:text=Dove%20has%20become%20the%20first%20beauty%20brand%20to%20commit%20to,brand%20celebrating%20a%20significant%20milestone
https://www.forbes.com/sites/virgietovar/2024/04/18/dove-becomes-first-beauty-brand-to-ban-ai-generated-women-in-ads/#:%7E:text=Dove%20has%20become%20the%20first%20beauty%20brand%20to%20commit%20to,brand%20celebrating%20a%20significant%20milestone
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4371204
https://spawning.ai/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GQEcxrY0CWA


 

 

first AI comic in Sept 2023 and we can be sceptical of these promotional manipulations 
but disruption in art is nothing new and neither is the question of copyright infringement. 
YouTube persistently broke copyright law in its early stages avoiding multibillion lawsuits 
and copyright payouts but that did not stop YouTube becoming a leading platform for the 
dissemination of culture as problematic as that is8. Plato was warned he would ruin 
human memory by writing down the orations of Socrates, the word processors changed 
the way we write novels (many authors would be hard pressed to return to the 
typewritten manuscript). Technological leaps like this have a precedent, as we are aware 
photography did not stop artist painting, it simply changed how we paint. Learning from 
the science of photography, artists developed a range of new painting techniques, 
focusing more on light, colour and movement in a way that was not possible with 
photography. “Claude Monet, with his random framings and series, fragmented 
landscapes…belongs to the generation of artists who foresaw the possibility of a non-
human gaze.” (Bourriaud 2009: 31) This ‘non-human gaze’ birthed its own art movement in 
the form of the pictorialists. 
 

“The Pictorialists emerged in the late 19th century as a movement intent not on 
using photographic techniques to depict reality, instead opting to use photography 
as a medium of communicating subjective beauty. This movement progressed in 
parallel with increasing access to cameras that required no technical expertise.” 
(Dryhurst, Herndon 2022: n.pag.) 
 

Pictorialism is a useful example precisely because it shows how artists used the 
disruptive technology and misused it to create something new. Which is why Holly 
Hendon and Matt Dryhurst, two artists at the forefront of AI or generative art chose it as a 
case study. This is to say that as the photographic medium is assimilated into modern 
culture, it begins to seep into the very practices that were initially challenged and we can 
trace this lineage of misuse through Pictorialism, Dada’s detournement, Pop Art and 
Postmodernism’s poetic incorporation of advertisement imagery. Photographic 
technology appears to relate to at least three artistic movements, and it is hard to regret 
any of these. To sum up photography's phantasmagorical effect on art does not appear 
to be that problematic in hindsight. 

Outside of the historic incorporation of new technology within art, a more recent history 
of man vs machine can also be used to help us to frame AI’s place in the current creative 
moment. We are increasingly enmeshed within a technological framework of 
reproduction through use of software to create images or platforms to disseminate these 

 
8 (Bridle 2018: 215-239)   

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Z5vfKs


 

 

images.  

In 1997 World champion chess player Gary Kasparov lost to the Deep Blue computer 
program. The first human to lose to a computer algorithm. However, after this initial 
defeat one year later Kasparov held the first game of Centaur chess, ‘These centaurs 
were teams that were half human, half AI.’ (Case 2018: n.pag.) and in this tournament, it 
was the centaur teams who won most games9.  Twenty years later in 2016 it happened 
again. Leo Sedol the World champion Go player lost to AlphaGo. In both cases, after the 
initial defeat by AI, the human participants repositioned themselves and either changed 
how they played or even improved as was the case with the players of ‘Go’10. This raises 
the question: What is it the human has that the machine does not? Here Franco Berardi 
makes an important and critical provocation. 

‘The distinction between intelligence and consciousness is crucial here: intelligence 
is the ability to win the game thanks to combinatory ability; consciousness is ethical 
and aesthetic reflection about the goals of the game.’ (Berardi 2023: n.pag.) 

Through this lens we can start to approach AI in a less adversarial mode. 
The potential to synthesise new possibilities and the creative potentials through play and 
misuse can be further qualified by comparing two creative pioneers: one of algorithmic 
art and science fiction; Herbert Franke the other an early modernist poet and literary 
critic; Charles Baudelaire. ‘Technology is usually dismissed as an element hostile to art. I 
want to prove that it is not, that it even opens up unimagined new artistic territory for us.’ 
(Hobbs and Franke: n.pag.)  

 
‘Modernity is the transitory, the fugitive, the contingent, which make up one half of 
art, the other being the eternal and the immutable...This transitory fugitive element, 
which is constantly changing, must not be despised or neglected.’ (Baudelaire 2010: 
13)  

 
Although living over a century apart both believed modernity does not stifle art, if 
anything, it brings along new opportunities. When illustration can be achieved with “no 
technical expertise” we may feel the urge to limit AI’s impact, however, Franke and 
Baudelaire would both ask; why seek to limit technological impact? We can already 
observe new unseen forms arriving within the category of illustration through productions 

 
9 (Case 2018) 
10 “This isn't human versus machine. It's human and machine. Move 37 was beyond what any of us could 
fathom. But then came Move 78. And we have to ask: If Lee Sedol hadn't played those first three games 
against AlphaGo, would he have found God's Touch? The machine that defeated him had also helped 
him find the way.” (Metz, Cade 2016) 



 

 

such as Andrea Avellino’s ‘Sovrumana Celestialis - The world's first Generative AI anti-
encyclopaedia'. Whereupon AI can be seen to provide artists with ability to create 
manifestations that are almost comprehensible to our subconscious, but completely new to 
our rational mind.’ (Korody 2023. n.pag.) 
 

 
Figure 1: Andreas Avellino, Sovrumana Celestialis, AI generated biomorphic images, illustration for 
publication Sovrumana Celestialis (Avellino 2024). Courtesy of Capslock Publishing. 
 
Or in the existentially playful ruminations on art and visual culture that is Jaakko 
Pallasvuo’s ‘Avocado Ibuprofen’ Instagram feed. Where we can see an artist inhabiting 
the multiple styles that become available through AI without losing their authorial voice. 
This could be seen as a nascent form of altermodernist illustration11. 
 

 
11 Art that resists general standardisation by producing singularities...mixing traditions and hybrids 
(Bourriaud 2022: 24)  



 

 

 
Figure 2: Pallasvuo, Jaakko, (@avacado_ibuprofen), 2023, memento mori - AI generated absurd 
memento mori image, Instagram, Oct 23rd 2023, Courtesy of Jaakko Pallasvuo. 
 
 
AI can also elicit a critical response through illustration. Artists Like Adam Harvey or 
Trevor Paglen are creating imagery inspired by or resistant to AI. It is not just in 
harnessing these new generative capabilities that illustrators can respond to this new 
technology12. In both cases we can see the modernist sensibilities of Baudelaire and 
Franke resonate with the expanding practice of contemporary illustration. (Gannon and 
Fauchon 2020: 14)  

 
12 (Samman 2023) 



 

 

 
Figure 3: Adam Harvey and Hyphen-Labs, HyperFace, 2017. Digital prototype. Online. Courtesy of Adam 
Harvey. 
 
In tracing the lineage of artistic responses to technology through history and suggesting 
a non-adversarial approach, we can move the focus of this investigation away from ideas 
and fears of obsolesce towards the conceptual or blindsided aspect of the problem. Has 
the authorial mode shifted away from individual intent towards a pluralistic mode of 
operation? If so, how does AI further impact this? And what does it mean for the 
practicing illustrator? To do this we must now outline Frederic Jameon’s postmodern 
theory and locate examples of its manifestation within the wider field of popular culture, 
including amateur derivative work and hip hop to observe audience and authorial 
mutation. 
 
 

Part 2: Death 
It is 1971 and a travelling salesman played by Dennis Weaver is being pursued across the 
mauve desert by a gigantic tanker truck. Driven to his limit he turns his car to face the 



 

 

oncoming truck; jamming the accelerator down with his briefcase, he steers his car 
toward the truck, jumping free at the last moment. The truck smashes the car, bursting 
into flames, it pushes the burning car over the cliff, and crashes into the canyon. 
Exhausted, the salesman sits down at the cliff's edge and tosses pebbles down on the 
wreckage as the sun sets slowly on the horizon. 

Another ending and another beginning, this is a description of the closing scenes of 
action movie ‘Duel’ (Spielberg 1971). ‘Duel’ was Steven Spielberg's first international film 
success and is useful both in his comments about the European reading of his film and 
as a metaphor for what has happened to the authorial intent if we assign the tanker truck 
to the role of the ‘reader’ and salesman's car as ‘author’ i.e. (author) driven off a cliff by a 
giant tanker trunk (reader). During the European promotional tour of ‘Duel’ we find an 
early example of modern media being re-authored by a critical audience. ‘I had sort of 
made a movie that was a roadkill equivalent to ‘High Noon’ and the Europeans were reading 
in all this esoteric abstract symbolism about class warfare’ (Bouzereau 2004). A major 
director unaware of the potential for his work to be read within the wider field of semiotic 
meaning and criticism. Having and working with this awareness however may be of far 
more importance to the illustrator then we have previously given credit for, once AI steps 
into our arena of practice.  

Four years prior to the release of ‘Duel’ The French theorist Roland Barthes speculated on 
the diminishing role of the author in his essay ‘The Death of the Author’13. At the same 
time Jacques Derrida would call the book a living dead machine that resuscitates itself 
through a reading or interpretation14. It is striking that in 1967 Andy Warhol would also 
launch his print publishing business ‘Factory Editions’ reprinting his previous paintings on 
mass. As technology enabled the reproduction of artwork, Warhol foresaw a waning of 
meaning, delighted by the conceptual shift this enabled at the exact same time the 
French critics were ruminating on written content15. Warhol could be seen as a 
metaphoric canary in the mine. An artist sensing a change in audience before words 
allow us to construct the reality that is sensed.  

In the years since, these observations are still relevant. In 2002 art critic Nicholas 
Bourriaud suggests that the decoder or post producer may be where authorship resides 
more naturally in the 21st century as there has been a significant increase in image 
saturation in tandem with the growing ability for audiences to feedback, comment and 
even remix literary or cultural works drawing our attention to the ascendance of the 

 
13 (Barthes, Roland 1977) 
14 (Derrida et al. 2011: 131)  
15 ‘The more you look at the same exact thing the more meaning goes away and the better and emptier 
you feel.’ (Warhol and Hackett 2007: 50)  



 

 

readers role as post producer of intertextual operation (Bourriaud and Schneider 2010: 96) 

Remixing has become part of cultural discourse. Whatever intentions the author had left 
in 1967, they have been obliterated now as Warhol so foresaw. This can be seen as the 
logical progression Walter Benjamin observed when the distinction between author and 
public loses its basic character when an increasingly literate public begin engaging with 
news media via comments pages. (Benjamin 2015: 225). Now with social media we can 
directly comment and engage with celebrities and politicians in an instant and along with 
this comes the opportunity to take and repurpose any image posted.  

 

 

Figure 4: Artist, Title of Artwork, Year. Medium. Dimensions. Location. Copyright holder information. 
Andrew Wyeth. Christina’s World, 1948. Tempera on panel. 81.9 × 121.3 cm. The Museum of Modern 
Art, New York. Courtesy of Scala archives. 

In October 2023 a provocative post appeared on the ‘X’ account of amateur AI enthusiast 
@Soncharm; it shows a series of AI amendments made to the painting “Christina's 
World” by Andrew Wyeth. It is an example of how AI accelerates the dissociation of a 
work from its authorial intent already prevalent within the remix culture identified by 



 

 

Nicolus Bourriaud. The following is a transcript of the tweets describing the workflow 
performed by AI imaging software and author.  
  

‘Using the A.I. I was able to take some old paintings and make it better. First the 
painting. Notice how old and colourless it is. And you can't even see the girl's face. 
There's just no info to work with here. So, Blah…’(@Soncharm 2023) 

 
‘But A.I. was able to parse the image & create a full description of it. Using that 
description I had it regenerate an image that was way better. Just look at the vivid 
colours, and it also went ahead and turned the girl around…’(@Soncharm 2023) 

 
‘This was a great start already but still misses some details, smudgy like from a bad 
camera. SO I ran it through A.I. again. Amazing use of light now.’(@Soncharm 2023) 

 
Due to the notoriety of the painting by Andrew Wyeth it is understandable that this post 
elicited strong debate. ‘Christina's World’ is often cited as a masterpiece of modern 
American art and packed full of information for the reader to decipher16.   
And although the author was likely to have operated in a self-aware manner, this example 
illustrates the distancing of images from authorial intent. This is something Frederic 
Jameson predicted specifically around his morphological classification of parody, 
pastiche and schizophrenia within culture.  
 
In the postmodern mode the author will make a copy or re use a unique style (parody) 
rather like trying on a mask, or in the modern sensibility ‘LARPing’17, but ‘pastiche’ is a 
step removed because unlike parody it has lost its sense of humour. Pastiche is not 
funny precisely because it does not know or care what it's making fun of. Through these 
observations Jameson continues his pathology of meaning by drawing upon the intensity 
of the schizophrenic experience where we only see isolated, disconnected, discontinuous 
material signifiers. These signifiers fail to link up into a coherent sequence. Through this 
disintegration of any clear signifying chain, we begin to experience images as purely 
material, as surface level or flattened, they become pure and unrelated presents in time. 
The ultimate result of this process is the very ‘liquidation of cultural heritage’ Walter 
Benjamin was noticing previously (Benjamin 1992). 
 

 
16 ‘The high level of detail Wyeth gave to every object in his paintings encourages intense 
inspection,...The title Christina’s World, courtesy of Wyeth’s wife, indicates that the painting is more a 
psychological landscape than a portrait, a portrayal of a state of mind rather than a place.’ 
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/78455 (Lowery 2019) 
17 LARP is an abbreviation of live-action role-playing game or live-action role play: a game in which 
players dress as particular characters and act out their roles. (Anon. n.d.) 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/78455


 

 

Through this framework of pastiche and schizophrenic experience we can begin to see 
how the meaning an author embeds into an image is increasingly degraded through our 
networked culture of image sharing and mimetic activity. The amateur artists re-
engineering of Wyeth's masterpiece is indicative of this ‘schizophrenic’ shift because they 
refuse knowledge of the image as a highly authorial piece of work. Due to the volume of 
images we are exposed to it seems we are losing the ability and potentially the desire to 
read an image. This has echoes of what Science fiction author J.G. Ballard termed ‘the 
death of affect’18. Although it is different in the case of the AI improvements elicited from 
Wyeth's ’Christinas World‘. Rather than emotional numbness to the shock of violent 
imagery we now have a numbness for the reading of an image due to overstimulation of 
media. (Fisher 2018: 62) 
 
It is necessary to zoom out briefly to observe a previous manifestation of Jameson's 
postmodern theory. This will allow us to ask whether we need to re-territorialize our 
understanding of image and meaning with reference to author and audience. As an 
audience facing practice illustration is closely indebted to an understanding of this 
evolving relationship. If the audience is mutating through its desire and capacity to 
interfere with the authorial images, then as practitioners it is important that we become 
aware of this change. 
 
In which case Hip Hop can be a helpful comparison to contextualise and understand 
Jamesons concepts of parody and pastiche leading to this schizophrenic moment that is 
so nutritious to generative AI art and the models that sustain it. Hip hop as an art form is 
built on theft and re-use. Crate digging19 is a key proponent for any Hip-hop producer, 
reanimating lost content with a new purpose. The evolution of Hip hop matches 
Jameson’s diagnosis because it is an artform that encapsulates postmodern ideals 
explicitly, inhabiting the practices of remix and reuse throughout. 
 
In 2023 Jay - Z was voted the greatest rapper of all time20. But before this in 2006 he was 

 
18 Here J.G. Ballard sums up the concept of numbness to violent imagery. ‘It is now incorporated into the 
way we see the world. In the ’60s one would see fashion models flouncing around in front of a backdrop 
of the Kennedy assassination, or a napalm explosion. You’d think, “My God, what are they doing?” Now, 
of course, thirty years later, you don’t even notice it.’ (Hultkrans 1997)  
19 ‘to shop for rare, vintage, or obscure recordings especially by searching through crates of second-
hand merchandise’ Crate-dig.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crate-dig. Accessed 3 Dec. 2024. 
20 Billboard released the final top 10 rappers in celebration of the 50th anniversary of Hip Hop as a 
musical art form in February of 2023 see: https://www.billboard.com/lists/best-rappers-all-time/12-andre-
3000/ 
(Carl Lamarre, Gail Mitchell, Keith Murphy, Michael Saponara, Datwon Thomas, Mark Elibert, Eric Diep , 
William E. Ketchum III, Heran Mamo, Neena Rouhani 2023) 

https://www.billboard.com/lists/best-rappers-all-time/12-andre-3000/
https://www.billboard.com/lists/best-rappers-all-time/12-andre-3000/


 

 

accused of something less celebratory when his peers noticed that he would plagiarise 
his contemporaries by embedding their words and styles into his own without reference. 
The word ’SwaggerJacker’ became prominent within the terminology of 2010’s hip hop to 
describe this: ‘SwaggerJacker: A copycat, biter, or plagiarizer. One who rips off song lyrics 
from another, particularly rap/hip hop lyrics.’.21  The origins of this term are convoluted but 
can be traced back to a dis track by Hip-hop artist Cam’ron aimed at Jay-Z whereupon 
Cam’ron had pieced together multiple samples of the unreferenced citations Jay-Z had 
used. What is of interest here is that it aligns with Jameson’s idea that parody and 
pastiche involve a mimicry of other styles and even the mannerisms and stylistic 
twitches held within. (Jameson 1983: 113-114) 

 
 

 
Figure 5: Dan Tobin Smith, The Blueprint3, 2009. Photograph. London. Courtesy of Dan Tobin Smith.  
 
It is striking that the most successful Hip Hop artist of all time was a masterful 
manipulator of musical and cultural heritage taking from both past and contemporary 
peers and it is precisely this transgression of contemporary theft that seems to have 

 
21 https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=swaggerjacker  
(Alpo 2006) 

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=swaggerjacker


 

 

antagonised his peers. However as Hip Hop became an archive of itself perhaps 
contemporary theft is the logical conclusion of a musical genre or any archive as it 
comes of age. This is reified when looking at Dan Tobin's Smith’s artwork for Jay-Z’s ‘The 
Blueprint 3’ (itself a visitation to a previous work) because it encapsulates this blank slate 
mentality. Here we see a pile of vintage and new musical equipment all coated in matt 
white - suggestive of discarded rubbish heap whilst at the same time pure and 
untouched, a tabula rasa. This shares certain affinities with postmodern art of Warhol 
and Paolozzi and their shared fascination with found materials and the imagery of mass 
media. Paolozzi took his student to landfills22. Jay-Z, Paolozzi and Warhol operate strains 
of Walter Benjamin’s Historical Materialism, deft manipulators of Benjamin ‘s ’jetzeit‘ or 
now time23. Descendants of Benjamin's Arcades project which looked to develop 
constellations of comparative historical material by sifting through cultural detritus. 
However, once the archive gets to a certain point, a threshold is passed. For Hip-Hop this 
was 2006 when it stopped feeding on the past and began feeding on itself. But what 
happens to the image after this postmodern shift and the ever-increasing circulation of 
discontinuous images and more importantly once we introduce AI Image production, 
which sifts through the largest archive we have ever had access to? The Internet. 
 
So, returning to the duress onto authorial intent under the shadow of AI, can we entertain 
the idea that an image attached firmly to its original meaning may have been in the wrong 
place all along? In other words, rather than seek to preserve this urge to contain, restrain 
or pin down images to meaning, should we encourage its transcendence and accelerate 
this movement away towards a new territory of image and meaning? Returning to 
Jamesons observations on the schizophrenic mode. “Note that as temporal continuities 
break down, the experience of the present becomes powerfully, overwhelmingly vivid and 
‘material”. (Jameson 1983: 120). Having observed manifestations of parody and pastiche 
can we also see Jameson’s diagnosis exemplified further in our current hyper mediated 
reality. Has pastiche shifted into the schizophrenic? 
 
This idea of an ‘overwhelming present’ is precisely what Basar/Coupland/Obrist were 
attempting to diagnose in their two graphic novellas ‘The Age of Earthquakes: a guide to 
the extreme present’ 2015, its sequel ‘The Extreme Self’ 2021 and accompanying 
exhibition ‘The Age of You’. Bearing in mind that Coupland's Debut Novel of 1991 
'Generation X’ came with the subtitle ‘Tales of an Accelerated Culture’. Coupland here 
could be also seen as an artist sensing a change of things to come, namely cultural 
acceleration as images and narratives multiply rapidly.  

 
22 ‘In Hamburg Paolozzi and his twelve students scavenged shipbreakers’ yards for found objects, and 
collected damaged books which they brought back to make collages.’ (Paolozzi and Spencer 2000: 95)  
23 See (Benjamin, Walter 1992) 



 

 

‘Because change happens so quickly and the changes happening are so profound, 
we’re going through what I call “change vertigo.”  I don't know about you, but I wake 
up every morning to something entirely new.” (Munz, Eva 2019: n.pag.) 

The intention within the quote is further developed in the book ‘Age of Earthquakes’ ‘We 
haven't just changed the structure of our brains these past few years. We have changed the 
structure of our planet’ (Basar et al. 2015). What is of importance here is the admission by 
the authors that we have ‘changed our brains’ or in other words, we have changed our 
perception. This could be understood as a continuation of what Walter Benjamin was 
diagnosing when he notes ‘During long periods of history the mode of human sense 
perception changes with humanity's entire mode of existence.’ (Benjamin 2015: 216) But 
rather than referring to the decaying aura of a reproduced artwork, following Benjamins’ 
observation, it is the decaying aura of meaning itself or the ability to form solid meaning. 
Thinking about it in this way. Are we blind to an evolution taking place within our 
interactions with culture that is closely tethered to image and meaning? The ‘meme’ 
could be seen as the archetype of this new reality and a sort of primitive Ur-image that is 
more suited to the present or age of extremes. ‘A piece of content capable of circulating in 
ever different forms …that is endlessly customisable to different contexts and messages’ 
(Samman 2023: 120)  

Returning to the idea of a threshold being passed. Does hyper mediated visual culture 
necessitate within itself a new understanding of authorial intent in response to the idea of 
endless customisation and multi contextual encoding? The potential for endless 
customisation as an authorial tool is exactly what Gary Hustwit has utilised in his 
generative documentary ‘Eno’24. AI brings this ability for infinite variation. And so that 
brings me to the question: If meaning has become meaningless should this be mourned? 
Or is it in fact the natural development of this extreme present that once a threshold limit 
is reached, the archive starts to feed on itself and either remains in this pathological 
condition diagnosed through the conception of a schizophrenic shift or breaks out of it.  

When the volume of output then becomes incomprehensible to any one human being but 
can be comprehended by AI, how does an illustrator contribute to, and navigate, this 
visual culture of hyper saturated-hyper connected imagery of infinite variation? Could it 
be that authorial intent within our contemporary visual culture is outdated? Here we can 
contextualise this change of meaning through the following three quotes 

 
 'I created a kind of blueprint for my ideal museum- the museum has one example of 
everything that is wonderful and has meaning - an aeroplane, railway engine, a large 

 
24 ‘Gary Hustwit’s forthcoming documentary Eno employs groundbreaking technology to accomplish 
something that’s never been done before: a feature film that’s never the same twice’ (Hustwit 2024) 



 

 

model of a pig, Einstein, computers, the Beaubourg.' (Spencer et al. 1984: 134)  
 

‘The imminent apocalypse today is an extinction of the human and of the human 
ability to engage properly or meaningfully with images.’ (Beech et al. 2017) 

 
‘Ernesto De Martino defines the expression “end of the world” as the inability to 
interpret the signs that surround us.’ (Berardi 2023: n.pag.) 
 

 
Figure 6: Eduardo Paolozzi, Blueprints for a New Museum, 1980-81. Lithograph with screenprint. 
56cm x 37.7cm. UK. Courtesy of Goldmark Gallery. 

 



 

 

What we can decipher from these three quotes is how these authors see a change in the 
relevance of meaning culminating with the ‘ending of the world.’ Together these quotes 
reveal that meaning not only shifted irreversibly but also that the very world where 
images and authorial intent contained meaning, is over. The stability of image to meaning 
becomes schizophrenic. AI only exacerbates this schizophrenic fragmentation of images 
as we saw in the example of ‘Christina’s World’ because any one can reinterpret any 
image in any way to the point where ideas of individual readership or human 
interpretation cease to matter. 
 
Nicolaus Bourriaud has repeatedly attempted over the last twenty years to diagnose the 
contemporary moment and cultural shifts within art. In his 2009 book the ‘Radicant’ he 
outlines clearly his concept of alter-modernism as a mode of practice developing a 
neologism that can help us locate ourselves and understand what has happened as we 
shifted into the schizophrenic mode. That neologism is ‘The Semionaut’. 
 

‘Semionaut, a creator of paths in a landscape of signs, inhabitants of a fragmented 
world in which objects and forms leave the beds of their original cultures and 
disperse across the planet, they wander in search of connections to establish...’ 
(Bourriaud 2009: 102)  

 
This can only occur in the schizophrenic mode because all styles and trends begin to 
coexist without resistance. Our cultural references become options for recombination 
and multilayering due to the dislocation from any authorial meaning. Nothing binds us or 
requires us to commit to it. Or in other words artistic production becomes a live action 
role play (Ibid pg. 80). Thus, requiring us to learn a new form of authorship. Here we can 
suggest that this dual death of author/reader coincides with a reanimation moving us 
towards the ‘un-author’ of the ‘semionaut’. How should this creator of pathways navigate 
this new world? Perhaps looking to the surrealist for guidance could offer a unique way to 
engage with this schizophrenic or ‘extreme present’ as a coping mechanism to the over 
stimulation of the ocular sense organ which Ballard’s ‘death or affect’ predicted. By 
developing a ‘contemporary surrealism that does not focus on the emanations from the 
individual subconscious, but on the emergent properties of networks and the dreams of 
machines.’ (Samman 2023: 98)  
 
We can see this contemporary surrealism forming in illustration projects like Andrea 
Avellino’s ‘Sovrumana Celestialis’. This is not so different from Paolozzi's own outlook in 
practising a form of radical surrealism25 who can now increasingly be seen as a proto 

 
25 See  ‘Speculative illustrations: Eduardo Paolozzi in conversation with J.G. Ballard and Frank Whitford’ 
1971’(Paolozzi and Spencer 2000: 199)  



 

 

semionaut.  
 
As illustrators we may not be aware or even blind to this new world of un-authorship, but 
we can see the beginnings of a desire to react within the shifting roles and methods of 
modern illustrators for example in the altermodernist mode of Jaakko Pallasvuo.  

Due to the growing need to supplement the online performance of illustrator with affiliate 
roles in marketing, research, and content production there is an increasing requirement to 
be literate across wide areas of knowledge and because AI only increases the capacity 
for anyone without any technical expertise to create anything; the more virtuosic we must 
become in our contextual awareness to make something meaningful.  

We as modern illustrators can now begin to re-contextualise our understanding of the 
authorial voice through the identification of the un-author/semionaut that occurs once an 
archive or cannon of information crosses a threshold and breaks out of its retroactive 
framework to remix contemporary content and incorporate previously alien content as all 
trends coalesce. As if Benjamin's famous angel of history has become Janus headed, 
rather than seeing the chaos and debris of progress appear at her feet as she is blown 
back towards the future (Benjamin 1992: 249) she can apply twofold vision: one that see 
through, scans and plays on meaning of the past and one that identifies and 
transgresses meaning of the present. Understanding this blind spot could help us nurture 
the ability to create tears amongst rain (rarity amongst ubiquity). Multi coded contextually 
encrypted images that are authorially designed to be un-read by a variety of audiences 
simultaneously and so perhaps, like the replicant Roy Batty it is ‘time to die’ so that we 
can prepare for a new beginning. 

 

Part 3: Resurrection… To follow 
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