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All    W
atched    Over

by    Machines    of    
Loving    

Grace

Richard Brautigan

All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace is a poem by Richard Brautigan first published in his 1967 collection of the same name, his fifth book of poetry. It 
presents an enthusiastic description of a technological utopia in which machines improve and protect the lives of humans. The poem has counterculture and hippie 
themes, influenced by Cold War-era technology. It has been interpreted both as utopian and as an ironic critique of the utopia it describes. 

Richard Gary Brautigan (January 30, 1935 – c. September 16, 1984) was an American novelist, poet, and short story writer.

I like to think
      (and the sooner the better!)
of a cybernetic meadow
where mammals and computers
live together in mutually
programming harmony
like pure water
touching clear sky.

I like to think
               (right now, please!)
of a cybernetic forest
filled with pines and electronics
where deer stroll peacefully
past computers
as if they were flowers
with spinning blossoms.

I like to think
               (right now, please!)
of a cybernetic forest
filled with pines and electronics
where deer stroll peacefully
past computers
as if they were flowers
with spinning blossoms.
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a conversation 
with

scott benzel
<Scott Benzel is an interdisciplinary artist living and working in Los 
Angeles. Since 2017, he has been employing AI, Machine Learning, and 
generative algorithmic platforms as part of the composition process. 
He is also a member of the faculty of the School of Art at California 
Institute of the Arts. In Fall 2022 semester, I had the chance to take 
his Pandaemonium Architecture class, which ultimately piqued my interest 
LQ�VRFLDO�DQG�HWKLFDO�GLDORJXHV�VXUURXQGLQJ�DUWLÀFLDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH��!

ECCan you start by just telling me a little 
bit about your artistic practice and what 

you’re working on?

SB&XUUHQWO\��,
P�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�D�VKRZ�WLWOHG�
"Vestigia"(meaning ”traces” in latin) at The 

Horse Dublin gallery. All of my projects begin 
with research–  they're not exactly site-
VSHFLƮF�RU�ORFDWLRQ�VSHFLƮF��EXW�LI�,�DP�
doing a show somewhere like Dublin 
DQG�WKHUH�DUH�WKLQJV�,
P�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�
DERXW�'XEOLQ��,�XVXDOO\�WU\�WR�LQFRUSRUDWH�
that. For this show, I researched W.B. Yeats<1> and 
his circle, who were mostly members the Order of the 

Date of Interview
March 10, 2023

<1> William Butler Yeats(13 June 1865 – 28 January 
1939) was an Irish poet, dramatist, writer, and 
politician. One of the foremost figures of 20th-
century literature, he was a driving force behind 
the Irish Literary Revival and became a pillar of the 
Irish literary establishment who helped to found the 
Abbey Theatre.

Interviewee
Scott Benzel(labeled as "SB")

Interviewer
Erin Caihui Chen(labeled as "EC")

Golden Dawn<2>, a secret society that he was part of 
WKDW�KHDYLO\�LQưXHQFHG�KLV�SRHWU\��7KH�H[KLELWLRQ�ZLOO�
feature sculptures, prints inspired by late 19th-early 
20th century artists like Aubrey Beardsley<3> and Moina 
Bergson Mathers (who also went by “Vestigia”; Yeats 
dedicated his book “A Vision” “to Vestigia”, giving the 
show its title)<4> and some electronic components, 

<2>The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn was a 
secret society devoted to the study and practice of 
occult Hermeticism and metaphysics during the late 
19th and early 20th centuries. Known as a magical 
order, the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn was 
active in Great Britain and focused its practices on 
theurgy and spiritual development.

<3>Aubrey Vincent Beardsley (21 August 1872 – 16 
March 1898) was an English illustrator and author. 
His black ink drawings were influenced by Japanese 
woodcuts, and depicted the grotesque, the decadent, 
and the erotic.

<4> Moina Mathers, born Mina Bergson (28 February 
1865 – 25 July 1928), was an artist and occultist at 
the turn of the 20th century. She was the sister of 
French philosopher Henri Bergson, the first man of 
Jewish descent to be awarded the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1927.

including a Triadex Muse, an early form of commercial 
AI from 1972, and two sculptures incorporating more 
recent AI. My shows usually start with research and then 
,�WU\�DQG�PDNH�VRPH�IRUPV�RU�LPDJHV�WKDW�UHưHFW�WKDW�
UHVHDUFK�RU�UHYROYH�DURXQG�LW��6R�WKDW
V�WKH�LGHD�EHKLQG�
this show, and I would say that the process is pretty 
consistent with most of my work.

ECSo how did you get interested in topics 
OLNH�DUWLƮFLDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH"

SBI had some experience with generative 
techniques beginning in the early to mid-2000s 

when I was working with the artist Mike Kelley<5>. We 
were collaborating and involved in several bands and 
interested in generative music and various sorts of 
stochastic ideas, like running multiple tape machines 
simultaneously and other ways of getting chance into 
the sound and getting the ego a little bit out of the way. 
In his art and music, Mike would usually do a certain 
amount of research, set up a system, and then just let it 
run.

Triadex Muse
2023

Le Double Monde
2023

<5> Michael Kelley (October 27, 1954 – c. January 
31, 2012) was an American artist. His work involved 
found objects, textile banners, drawings, assemblage, 
collage, performance and video.

I continued experimenting with stochastic music and 
in 2010-2012 there were more and more apps and 
other types of software that could help you generate 
music, and so I started working with them. These apps 
and software mostly used cellular automata<6>, which 
was an approach to generative systems related to AI 
and Machine Learning. I started working with programs 
OLNH�1RDWLNO<7> and Wolfram Tones<8> - back then, in the 
early 2010s, they were cool because they had some 
parameters, but the output was generative. I started 
using them as the basis for some compositions.

From 2014-2017, I focused more on generative and 
AI-based works, incorporating AI and ML into my 
compositions for performances at the Mt. Wilson 
Observatory and the Getty Center. And then in late 
2019, early 2020 – I put together a class for CalArts and 
ZH�VWDUWHG�EXLOGLQJ�D�0DFKLQH�/HDUQLQJ�/DE�ZKLFK�GLGQ
W�
HQWLUHO\�ZRUN�RXW��ZH
YH�JRW�D�FRXSOH�RI�PDFKLQHV�QRZ��
During the pandemic what I used to call ‘toy AI’s’  began 
getting much more sophisticated and I what guess you 
could call ‘server-side consumer AI’s’ emerged- one 
of these was Runway<9>�ZKLFK�FRXOG�UXQ�6W\OH*$1<10>. 
I did a performance in 2019 at Blum and Poe in LA 
and everything in that performance was generated by 
GLƬHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�$,�LQFOXGLQJ�6W\OH*$1�YLGHR��DQ�$,�
generated voice reading AI-generated text, and all of the 
music. So that was when I really got into it.

<6> Automata is the plural form of automaton. An 
automaton is a relatively self-operating machine, 
or control mechanism designed to automatically 
follow a sequence of operations, or respond to 
predetermined instructions.

<7> Noatikl is a 16 track MIDI generating powerhouse 
with 120+ parameters. Many generative music 
templates are included and MIDI out support lets 
you drive external MIDI synths/samplers.

<8> Wolfram Tones is a neat offering from Wolfram 
that students can use to can play with sample sounds 
and rhythms to create new own sounds. Wolfram 
Tones uses algorithms, music theory, and sound 
samples to generate new collections of sounds.

<9> RunwayML is a platform for artists to use 
machine learning tools in intuitive ways without 
any coding experience for media ranging from video, 
audio, to text.

<10> StyleGAN is a generative adversarial network 
(GAN) introduced by Nvidia researchers in December.
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Since then, consumer AI has become more accessible 
DQG�DGYDQFHG��ZLWK�WRROV�OLNH�6WDEOH�'LƬXVLRQ<11>, 
DALL-E 2<12>,  and Midjourney<13> radically improving 
WKH�YLVXDO�UHVXOWV��:KLOH�,�KDYHQ
W�KDG�DQ\�PLQG�EORZLQJ�
experiences with consumer AI yet, I do think it has 
LPSURYHG�VLJQLƮFDQWO\�VLQFH�,�ƮUVW�VWDUWHG�H[SORULQJ�
generative techniques.

ECAI seems to be evolving at almost the 
speed of light.

SB<HV��LW
V�YHU\�IDVW��,
YH�EHHQ�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�
WKH�WKHRU\�EHKLQG�WKLV�VWXƬ�VLQFH�

the 90s, and everyone back then said 
that there was going to be a moment 
ZKHQ�WKLQJV�VWDUWHG�WR�UHDOO\�WDNH�RƬ��,W�
seems like we're maybe at the beginning 
RI�WKDW�WDNHRƬ�

ECRegarding your band in the 90s, Machines 
of Loving Grace<14>��LW
V�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�QRWH�

WKDW�LW�ZDV�QDPHG�DIWHU�5LFKDUG�%UDXWLJDQ
V�SRHP�
All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace 
ZKLFK�KDV�EHHQ�LQWHUSUHWHG�LQ�GLƬHUHQW�ZD\V���
both as a utopian vision and as a satirical critique 
of that utopia. Can you share your perspective 
on the poem and shed light on why you and your 
bandmates chose to name your band after it?

SBI found the book in a garage when I was 19 and 
thought the name was interesting. I started the 

band with a couple of friends / musicians who became 
IXOO�SDUWQHUV�LQ�WKH�EDQG�EHFDXVH�,�FRXOGQ
W�DƬRUG�WR�SD\�
them. Soon after, we got a record deal and then a bigger 

<11>Stable Diffusion is a deep learning, text-to-
image model released in 2022. It is primarily used 
to generate detailed images conditioned on text 
descriptions, though it can also be applied to other 
tasks such as inpainting, outpainting, and generating 
image-to-image translations guided by natural 
language descriptions, called "prompts".

<12>DALL-E (stylized as DALL·E) and DALL-E 2 are deep 
learning models developed by OpenAI to generate 
digital images from prompts.

<13> Midjourney is a generative artificial intelligence 
program and service. Midjourney generates images 
from prompts, similar to DALL-E and Stable Diffusion.

<14>Machines of Loving Grace was an American 
industrial rock band from Tucson, Arizona, best 
known for their song "Butterfly Wings". Named 
after the Richard Brautigan poem "All Watched Over 
by Machines of Loving Grace", Machines of Loving 
Grace formed in 1989. The original lineup consisted 
of Scott Benzel (vocals), Stuart Kupers (guitar and 
bass), and Mike Fisher (keyboards), with Brad Kemp 
(drums) added shortly thereafter.

UHFRUG�GHDO��%UDXWLJDQ�KDG�ZULWWHQ�WKH�SRHP�s�,�GRQ
W�
remember the exact year, but it was in the ‘60s, which 
was pretty far ahead of the curve. There was a lot of 
techno-optimism at that time but also a strong suspicion 
towards computers, especially in the counterculture.

Cybernetics<15> conferences as early as the 1950s 
had scientists and computer experts excited about 
$,��+RZHYHU��ZKDW�IROORZHG�ZDV�ZKDW
V�QRZ�NQRZQ�DV�

WKH�$,�ZLQWHU - a period in the late 60s through 
WKH���V�ZKHQ�SURJUHVV�LQ�$,�GLGQ
W�PRYH�DV�TXLFNO\�DV�
anticipated. While the AI Lab at MIT produced things like 
the Triadex Muse during this time, progress was slow 
DQG�LW�GLGQ
W�WUDQVODWH�ZHOO�WR�WKH�ZLGHU�SXEOLF��,�WKLQN�WKDW�
WKHUH�ZDV�D�SHUFHSWLRQ�WKDW�$,�ZDV�GHDG��,W�ZDVQ
W�XQWLO�
the late 80s and 90s that interest in AI picked up again, 
DORQJVLGH�WKH�LQWHUQHW
V�JURZWK��$QG�RI�FRXUVH��WKH�
internet busted out of just being the Arpanet, isolated 
BBSes, and AOL and became more and more integrated 
in the early 90s - that was around the time that I started 
the band. It was an interesting time.

There were a lot of techno-optimistic books and 
magazines that were visualizing more of an AI future. 
William Gibson’s Neuromancer<16>�DQG�1HLO�6WHYHQVRQoV�
Snow Crash<17> were popular cyberpunk science-
ƮFWLRQ�QRYHOV�RI�WKDW�WLPH�WKDW�LQFRUSRUDWHG�$,��7HFK�
focused zines and magazines like Boing Boing<18> and 
Mondo 2000<19> also gained popularity. Additionally, 

<15> Cybernetics has been defined in a variety of 
ways, reflecting "the richness of its conceptual base." 
One of the most well known definitions is that of  
Norbert Wiener who characterised cybernetics as 
concerned with "control and communication in the 
animal and the machine."

<16> Neuromancer is a 1984 science fiction novel by 
American-Canadian writer William Gibson. The novel 
is considered one of the earliest and best-known 
works in the cyberpunk genre. Set in the future, the 
novel follows Henry Case, a washed-up hacker hired 
for one last job, which brings him in contact with a 
powerful artificial intelligence.

<17> Snow Crash is a science fiction novel by the 
American writer Neal Stephenson, published in 1992. 
Like many of Stephenson's novels, its themes include 
history, linguistics, anthropology, archaeology, 
religion, computer science, politics, cryptography, 
memetics, and philosophy.

<18> Boing Boing is a website, first established as a 
zine in 1988, later becoming a group blog. Common 
topics and themes include technology, futurism, 
science fiction, gadgets, intellectual property, Disney, 
and left-wing politics.

<19>Mondo 2000 was a glossy cyberculture magazine 
published in California during the 1980s and 1990s. It 
covered cyberpunk topics such as virtual reality and 
smart drugs. It was a more anarchic and subversive 
prototype for the later-founded Wired magazine.

a movement called Extropianism<20> emerged, which 
focused on transhumanist/ post-humanist ideas. 
Although the techno-optimism of the 90s eventually 
faded, I do think that it was hugely important to a lot of 
people back then.

The way I think about it is that a techno-imaginary was 
taking hold – people really wanted things like VR and 
AI. And then Ray Kurzweil<21> came along and wrote 
some very popular science books –The Age of Spiritual 
Machines<22> and The Singularity is Near<23>, which, along 
with the work of scientists like Hans Moravec<24> and 
Rodney Brooks<25>, helped infuse new energy into the AI 
ƮHOG��7KH�EDQG�ZDV�NLQG�RI�D�SURGXFW�RI�WKDW�PLOLHX��7R�
get back to Brautigan, have you read the poem?

ECYes.

<20>Extropianism, also referred to as the philosophy 
of extropy, is an "evolving framework of values and 
standards for continuously improving the human 
condition". Extropians believe that advances in 
science and technology will some day let people live 
indefinitely.

<21>Raymond Kurzweil (born February 12, 1948) is an 
American computer scientist, author, inventor, and 
futurist. He has written books on health, artificial 
intelligence (AI), transhumanism, the technological 
singularity, and futurism.

<22>The Age of Spiritual Machines: When Computers 
Exceed Human Intelligence is a non-fiction book by 
inventor and futurist Ray Kurzweil about artificial 
intelligence and the future course of humanity. 
Kurzweil predicts machines with human-level 
intelligence will be available from affordable 
computing devices within a couple of decades, 
revolutionizing most aspects of life.

<23>The Singularity Is Near: When Humans 
Transcend Biology is a 2005 non-fiction book about 
artificial intelligence and the future of humanity 
by Ray Kurzweil. The book builds on the ideas 
introduced in Kurzweil's previous books, The Age of 
Intelligent Machines (1990) and The Age of Spiritual 
Machines (1999). In the book, Kurzweil embraces the 
term "the singularity". Once the singularity has been 
reached, Kurzweil says that machine intelligence 
will be infinitely more powerful than all human 
intelligence combined.

<24>Hans Peter Moravec (born November 30, 1948, 
Kautzen, Austria) is known for his work on robotics, 
artificial intelligence, and writings on the impact 
of technology. Moravec also is a futurist with many 
of his publications and predictions focusing on 
transhumanism.

<25>Rodney Allen Brooks (born 30 December 
1954) is an Australian roboticist, Fellow of the 
Australian Academy of Science, author, and robotics 
entrepreneur, most known for popularizing the 
actionist approach to robotics. 

SBI should read a biography of Brautigan, because 
,�GRQ
W�UHDOO\�NQRZ�WRR�PXFK�DERXW�ZKHUH�KLV�

head was at when he wrote it. I read it mostly as ironic 
it could have been intended as techno-optimism or 
serious in a hopeful way...

ECI personally read it as serious.

SB+H
V�WDONLQJ�DERXW�WKH�*DUGHQ�RI�(GHQ�EDVLFDOO\��
and these kind of machine caretakers. But 

LW
V�LQWHUHVWLQJ�EHFDXVH�WKH�WLPH�ZKHQ�KH�ZURWH�WKDW�
would have been around the beginning of the AI winter. 
,�KDYHQ
W�UHDG�LW�LQ�\HDUV��VR�,
OO�KDYH�WR�UHUHDG�LW�DQG�VHH�
if it still seems ironic to me or if it seems like he was 
optimistic, who knows, maybe he was half and half or 

PD\EH�KH�MXVW�GLGQ
W�NQRZ��,�PHDQ��WKDW
V�NLQG�RI�
P\�RSLQLRQ�WRZDUGV�D�ORW�RI�$,��,�MXVW�GRQ
W�
know. As you remember from class, there are many 
aspects of AI that I think are somewhat worrisome, but 
\RX�NQRZ��,�JXHVV�ZH
OO�VHH�

ECIn your class I was exposed to so many 
interesting views. Some of them are just 

mind-blowing, and some of them are as you said, 
ZRUULVRPH��,W
V�MXVW�YHU\�KDUG�IRU�PH�WR�KDYH�DQ�
DWWLWXGH�WRZDUGV�$,��,I�\RX�ZHUH�WR�GHƮQH�\RXU�
attitude, what would it be?

SBI have a similar attitude. I think that we exist 
within a lot of systems over which we have very 

little control.

ECAnd very little knowledge as well.

SBWe do. Many of the technologies are black 
boxes, and I suspect that what we know about 

them is only the tip of the iceberg of what actually exists 
or what companies and state actors are working on. 
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Scott Benzel, Hybrid Monte Carlo, 2020. Regulation roulette wheel, regulation “pin,” contact mic, motion de-
tector, oscilloscopes, analog electronic circuits based on the equations of Henri Poincaré and Edward Lorenz 

(top: Lorenz “owl face,” middle: Poincaré diagram, bottom: Poincaré-derived RC “chaos ladder”), circuits by 
AST, 73 x 20 x 41 in.  Installation view, Mindless Pleasures, Bel Ami, Los Angeles, August 1–October 3, 2020. 

Courtesy the artist and Bel Ami, Los Angeles. Photo: Paul Salveson.

In the  book The Battle for Your Brain<26>��1LWD�
Farahany<27> discusses thought-monitoring technologies 
and cognitive warfare . This phenomenon is already 
much larger than what we touched on in class. Instead 
of just an “attention economy” or “cognitive capitalism”, 
Farahany argues that we’re currently engaged in a form 
of what she calls “cognitive warfare.”

I have a lot of misgivings about the idea that our 
thoughts could be surveilled very soon and that would 
of course have an AI component to it.  Farahany talks 
about brain-machine interfaces like those developed 
E\�1HXUDOLQN<28> – another company that Elon Musk 
GLGQ
W�EXLOG�IURP�WKH�JURXQG�XS�EXW�WKDW�KH�ERXJKW��7KH�
IDFW�WKDW�QRW�RQO\�1HXUDOLQN�EXW�D�ORW�RI�RWKHU�DFWRUV�DUH�
working on these brain-machine interfaces suggests 
WKDW�WKHUH
V�D�ZKROH�ORW�RI�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�FRUSRUDWH�RU�
state - for lack of a better word - dominance to come 
RXW�RI�WKLV��,W
V�D�OLWWOH�VFDU\��$V�D�SURIHVVRU�RI�ODZ�DQG�
philosophy, Farahany suggests that regulators and 
legislators need to become knowledgeable about these 
issues. However, the technology is way ahead of the 
law and way-way ahead of the legislators , which is a 
concern.

ECYou were talking about all these concerns, and 
it seems that AI and capitalism are inseparable. 

Can we solve the systematic problems from within 
existing systems? Or do we need to radically change the 
systems?

<26>The Battle for Your Brain: Defending the Right 
to Think Freely in the Age of Neurotechnology 
explores the ethical challenges posed by emerging 
neurotechnology, highlighting the potential risks to 
privacy, freedom of thought, and self-determination 
in an increasingly interconnected world.

<27> Nita A. Farahany is an Iranian American author 
and distinguished professor and scholar on the 
ramifications of new technology on society, law, and 
ethics. She currently teaches Law and philosophy at 
Duke University where she is the Robinson O. Everett 
Distinguished Professor of Law & Philosophy at 
Duke Law School, the founding director of the Duke 
Initiative for Science and Society as well as a chair of 
the Bioethics and Science Policy MA program.

<28>Neuralink Corporation is an American 
neurotechnology company that develops 
implantable brain–computer interfaces (BCIs) based 
in Fremont, California. Founded by Elon Musk and 
a team of seven scientists and engineers, Neuralink 
was launched in 2016 and was first publicly reported 
in March 2017.

SBI don’t know. I don’t want to sound like I’ve given 
up, but I do have an increasing foreboding. The 

systems are complex and at this point they are pretty 
advanced. There’s a recent book called Resisting AI: 
$Q�$QWL�IDVFLVW�$SSURDFK�WR�$UWLƮFLDO�,QWHOOLJHQFH<29> 
by Dan McQuillan<30>. His feeling is that AI is essentially 
an elaboration or a further implementation of a lot of 

existing systems of dominance. So in other words, $,�
is not just coming from outer space - it's 
coming out of our current social systems, 
and it's intensifying them and it's doing 
all the things that they're already doing 
PRUH�HƱFLHQWO\�s�WKLQJV�OLNH�ELDV��7KHUH
V�
a phenomenon called lock-in that 
describes how certain technologies 
EHFRPH�LQJUDLQHG�DQG�GLƱFXOW�WR�FKDQJH�
over time. For instance, the English keyboard system 
4ZHUW\�LV��E\�PRVW�PHDVXUHV��QRW�WKH�PRVW�HƱFLHQW�
ZD\�WR�DFWXDOO\�W\SH��+RZHYHU��QRZ�WKDW�ZH
YH�DOO�OHDUQHG�
to type on this particular keyboard, Qwerty is “locked-
in”. So there are certain things that are built into AI and 
built into capitalism which obviously will be harder to 
change the longer that they continue. McQuillan’s take 
on AI is that it strengthens systems that often lead to 
repression- hierarchical systems as well as systems that 
DUH�GLƱFXOW�RU�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�XQGHUVWDQG��<RX
UH�VD\LQJ�
p,�XVH�LW�HYHU\�GD\�q�+H
V�VD\LQJ��pGRQ
W�XVH�$,��-XVW�WXUQ�
DZD\�IURP�LW�q�$QG�,
P�QRW�VXUH�WKDW
V�WKH�DQVZHU�HLWKHU�

<29>The book Resisting AI: An Anti-fascist Approach 
to Artificial Intelligence provides an analysis of AI’s 
deep learning technology and its political effects and 
traces the ways that it resonates with contemporary 
political and social currents, from global austerity to 
the rise of the far right.

<30>Dan McQuillan is a Lecturer in Creative and 
Social Computing at Goldsmiths, University of 
London. His research focuses on the resonances 
between forms of computational operation and their 
specific social consequences, especially in relation to 
machine learning & AI. 



52 53 INTERVIEWINTERVIEW May 2023 May 2023

One of the things that technology does really well is 
LQFHQWLYL]H�XV�WR�XVH�LW��DQG�,
P�QRW�WDONLQJ�DERXW�LW�DV�LI�
LW
V�VHQWLHQW��EXW�LWoV�DV�LI�WKHUH�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�EXLOW�LQWR�LW��
ZKHUH�WKH�LQFHQWLYHV�DUH�VR�VWURQJ�WKDW�LW
V�YHU\�KDUG�WR�
resist: perhaps with technology we can make better art 
faster- and if this is true, it will extend not just to art, but 
WR�DOO�ƮHOGV��,W
V�YHU\�KDUG�IRU�KXPDQV�WR�UHVLVW�EHFDXVH��
to a greater or lesser degree, we’re all engaged in 
FRPSHWLWLRQ��,I�RWKHU�GHVLJQHUV�DUH�XVLQJ�LW��WKHQ�\RX
UH�
probably like, “Well, I’d better use it too.” This is also 
ZKDW�(ORQ�0XVN�XVHV�DV�D�MXVWLƮFDWLRQ�IRU�1HXUDOLQN���KH�
believes that machines will soon be able to operate 
independently and communicate amongst themselves 
LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�KXPDQV�FDQ
W�XQGHUVWDQG��7R�KLP��SOXJJLQJ�
our brains into the machines is necessary to keep up 
with this. This rationale has been questioned, but it 
UHPDLQV�D�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�1HXUDOLQN
V�GHYHORSPHQW��
Brain-machine interfaces are coming into existence 
because so many companies and state actors are 
working on them: suddenly, if I have a brain-machine 
interface and you do not, I have all sorts of memory 
DQG�VSHHG�DQG�WKLQJV�DW�P\�GLVSRVDO�WKDW�\RX�GRQ
W�
necessarily have, so it creates inequities really quickly. 
%XW�RQ�WKH�ưLS�VLGH�RI�WKDW��WKHUH�FRXOG�EH�D�FRUSRUDWLRQ�
X or state X that wants to get inside my brain, in the 
same way that various actors can hack into our phones 
DQG�ODSWRSV��6R�WKHUH
V�D�ORW�RI�LQWHUHVWLQJ���WHUULI\LQJ�
VWXƬ�JRLQJ�RQ�

ECI don’t even know if this whole idea of 
brain-machine interface is good or bad –

SB,�WKLQN�LW
V�SUREDEO\�EDG��7HFKQRORJ\�GHƮQLWHO\�
LQFUHDVHV�RQH
V�SRZHU��EXW�LW�DOVR�DOPRVW�DOZD\V�

DOLJQV�ZLWK�H[LVWLQJ�SRZHU�VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�LQWHQVLƮHV�
them and makes them stronger. And usually when that 
KDSSHQV��LW
V�QRW�JRRG��$V�\RX�VDZ�ZKHQ�,�SXOOHG�XS�WKDW�
SHUVRQ
V�QDPH�RQ�P\�SKRQH��ZH
UH�DOUHDG\�RXWVRXUFLQJ�
huge amounts of our memory and creative power to our 
phones and laptops, and a lot of our communication to 
social media. Marshall McLuhan<31> wrote a whole book 
about this in the ‘60s called Understanding Media: the 

<31>Herbert Marshall McLuhan CC (July 21, 1911 
– December 31, 1980) was a Canadian philosopher 
whose work is among the cornerstones of the study 
of media theory. He predicted the World Wide Web 
almost 30 years before it was invented.

Extensions of Man<32>. 7KH�LGHD�LV�WKDW�ZKHQ�
we drive a car or Google something, it's 
almost like we've grown an extra limb or 
an extra part of our brain, an extension of 
our selves…DQG�WKHQ�VRPHWKLQJ�1HXUDOLQN�FRPHV�
along and just mashes it all together really quickly…

ECGoing back to the competition idea, all the 
artists and designers now start to use AI 

tools like Dall·E to create design and art. Is it gonna 
harm their own creativity?

SB,
P�QRW�UHDOO\�VXUH��2QH�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�,
YH�QRWLFHG�
is that for myself as an artist and composer, part 

of the reason I started working with generative music in 
the 2010s was that I got bored of my “go-to” patterns 
and tricks, and I was looking to break out of that and 
discover something new.

You probably noticed that the number of DJ mixes and 
'-V�JHQHUDOO\�LV�ZD\�KLJKHU�WKDQ�LW�XVHG�WR�EH��DQG�LW
V�
probably approaching the number of people who are 
actually composing music. What DJs do is select things 
WKDW�H[LVW�DQG�FRPELQH�WKHP��:LWK�JHQHUDWLYH�PXVLF��,
P�
usually selecting the parts of it that I like and throwing 
RXW�WKH�SDUWV�,�GRQ
W�OLNH��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��UDWKHU�WKDQ�XVLQJ�
just my experience and my memory and my knowledge 
RI�PXVLF�WKHRU\��ZKLFK�LV�SUHWW\�OLPLWHG���,
P�DEOH�WR�
ERRWVWUDS�P\VHOI��)RU�QRZ�ZH
UH�FRSLORWV��EXW�WKHUH
V�
SUREDEO\�JRLQJ�WR�EH�D�PRPHQW�ZKHQ�ZH
UH�QR�ORQJHU�
FRSLORWV��DQG�,
P�MXVW�QRW�VXUH�ZKDW�WKDW�ZLOO�ORRN�OLNH��,W
V�
a bit like theorizing about the afterlife…

As Ray Kurzweil wrote in The Singularity Is Near: When 
Humans Transcend Biology, a singularity in physics is 
a position in spacetime where gravitation overwhelms 
spacetime itself–commonly the edge of a black hole. 
2QFH�\RX�SDVV�LQWR�WKH�EODFN�KROH��\RX
UH�LQ�D�FRPSOHWHO\�
unknowable situation and the laws of physics as we 
FXUUHQWO\�XQGHUVWDQG�WKHP�GRQoW�DSSO\��$QG�DOVR��WKHUH
V�
QR�WXUQLQJ�EDFN�s�\RX�FDQ
W�UHDOO\�EH�OLNH��p2K��ZH�VKRXOG�
turn around now.” Similarly to the black hole analogy, 
ZKDW
V�HYHU\WKLQJ�JRLQJ�WR�ORRN�OLNH�WKH�PRPHQW�DIWHU�
collective machine intelligence surpasses that of 
humans and the machines are able to self-improve? 
That’s the technological singularity.

<32>Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man 
is a 1964 book by Marshall McLuhan, in which the 
author proposes that the media, not the content that 
they carry, should be the focus of study. He suggests 
that the medium affects the society in which it plays 
a role mainly by the characteristics of the medium 
rather than the content. The book is considered a 
pioneering study in media theory.

Scott Benzel, N’abolira (detail view), 2020. Stéphane Mallarmé’s “Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard” 
from Éditions Gallimard, A Million Random Digits with 100,000 Normal Deviates published by the RAND 

Corporation in 1955, Stardust Casino and Hotel dice, wire, wood, glass, mirror, 66 1/2 x 22 1/2 x 11 in. Cour-
tesy the artist and Bel Ami, Los Angeles. Photos: Paul Salveson.

ECHow would you imagine the future with AI 
in 20 years?

SB ,W
V�GLƱFXOW�WR�LPDJLQH�ZKDW�WKH�IXWXUH�ZLOO�ORRN�
like, especially given how much things have 

changed in just the past three years. Charles Stross<33>, 
LQ�KLV�VFLHQFH�ƮFWLRQ�QRYHO�Accelerando<34> suggests 
that there will be an increasingly surreal quality to 
technology as it gets more and more complex: he 
imagines things like a space-faring AI hive-mind based 
on the partially uploaded brains of lobsters and credit 
card companies evolving into AI weapons systems, and 
,�WKLQN�ZH
UH�VHHLQJ�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�WKDW�
level of AI-induced surrealism. Famously, William Gibson 
in his 1984 Neuromancer�GLGQ
W�SUHGLFW�FHOO�SKRQHV��
so he had the characters in the cyber-future talking 
on landlines. In other words, there are developments 
WKDW�\RX�MXVW�UHDOO\�FDQ
W�SUHGLFW��)RU�H[DPSOH��ZKHQ�,�
VWDUWHG�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�6W\OH*$1��,�GLGQ
W�DQWLFLSDWH�WKH�
ZLGHVSUHDG�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�GLƬXVLRQ�PRGHOV�OLNH�'DOO�(��
$,�LV�QRZ�DFFHVVLEOH�WR�FRQVXPHUV�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�,�GLGQ
W�
foresee three years ago. 

<33> Charles David George "Charlie" Stross (born 18 
October 1964) is a British writer of science fiction 
and fantasy. Stross specialises in hard science fiction 
and space opera.

<34> Accelerando is a 2005 science fiction novel 
consisting of a series of interconnected short stories 
written by Charles Stross. The book is a collection of 
nine short stories telling the tale of three generations 
of a family before, during, and after a technological 
singularity.

ECWhat do you think of your role as an artist 
now that everyone has access to make art 

with AI?

SB7KDW
V�D�JRRG�TXHVWLRQ��7KLV�FRXOG�FKDQJH�
very quickly but currently I think artists have an 

advantage over machines in terms of bringing together 
formal and conceptual elements, and incorporating 
personal experience into the work. Randomness and 
personal perspective play a big role in art, and while AI 
FDQ�OHDUQ�IURP�HYHU\�H[DPSOH�RI�DUW�WKDW
V�HYHU�H[LVWHG��
it may not be able to replicate the unique experiences 
and preferences that individual artists bring to the 
table. For instance, I grew up in Las Vegas and I had all 
of these unique experiences and I was raised by these 
YHU\�VSHFLƮF�SHRSOH��7KHUH�DUH�GHƮQLWHO\�DUWLVWV�WKDW�WU\�
to get rid of this self-expression or “subjectivity” and 
make things that are a little bit more objective, but the 
ability to put personal experience into our works (and 
the impossibility of entirely eliminating it) is maybe still 
where we have an edge.  The combination of concept 
DQG�IRUP�LV�QRW�LPSRVVLEOH�IRU�$,�WR�GR��EXW�,�KDYHQ
W�VHHQ�

it done really well. Also, I personally 
like a lot of art and artifacts and 
people that are not statistically 
popular i.e. they are unusual or 
unique whereas algorithms are 
primarily attuned to popularity i.e. 
the norms resulting from crunching 
big data. However, this could 
change quickly, and I am open to 
the possibility that machines could 

catch up in a few years. Who 
knows?


