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ABSTRACT

The discourse around creative Al is populated by eerie and
otherwordly presences, often evoked by artists to reflect
on the social and cultural challenges that this technology
embodies. This tendency of AI art to bring forth the un-
canny, also emerging in my design and performative work
with NIMEs, echoes the methods of an artistic movement
known as sonic hauntology. In this paper I elaborate on Der-
rida’s and Fisher’s notion of hauntology, a theoretical frame-
work investigating ontology’s liminalities, and an artistic
current addressing the paradoxes of postmodernity through
the magnification of the technological uncanny. I then apply
this paradigm to creative Al, arguing that the model’s al-
gorithmic manipulation of the training data reproduces and
exponentially accelerates the processes of temporal and se-
mantic flattening that characterise postmodern aesthetics.
The frictions produced by creative Al as it operates with
and within the culture bring forth hauntological disjunc-
tures, that artists might harness as an instrument of cri-
tique and scholars as a novel epistemic method. Finally, I
introduce Al hauntography, a practice-based methodology
combining artistic practice and observation to investigate
the phenomenological aspects of creative Al as they inter-
sect with the broader technical and sociopolitical discourse.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The notion of explainable Al (XAI) acquires different nu-
ances in its diverse fields of application. If among the ma-

Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0). Copyright
BY remains with the author(s).

NIME 24, 4-6 September, Utrecht, The Netherlands.

Thor Magnusson
Intelligent Instruments Lab
University of Iceland
Reykjavik, Iceland
thormagnusson@hi.is

chine learning (ML) community explanations usually refer
to the reasons behind the model’s outputs in classification
and prediction tasks [6], beyond such domain XAT extends
to “everything that makes ML models transparent and un-
derstandable” [24], encompassing both the technology and
the broader context in which it is deployed [26, 29].

In the arts, according to Bryan-Kinns et al. XAI provides
an “insightful counterpoint to more functional explanations
of AI” [6]. Explanations encompass here the embodied un-
derstanding of a system as we navigate it, rather than the
plain, causal accounts of its workings [1], its material affor-
dances [33], glitches included [22], as integral to the work of
art, and even concerns regarding Al’s energy consumption
and the ethics of data collection [21].

In line with this, Arora and Sarkar critique a narrow view
of XAI in the arts by noticing that, since art is concerned
with the sublime, explanations become ornamental to the
artistic intention; this anthropocentric perspective of XAI
should be replaced with the notion of sense-making, in-
tended as a relational and immanent “system of echoes, of
resumptions and resonances” [3].

These contributions add to a growing corpus of research,
within and beyond the arts, which frames XAl past the mere
understanding of the model’s workings, whose algorithmic
opaqueness, rather than the definitive problem to solve, may
be viewed under certain conditions as a gate to a different
episteme.

Indeed, as engineering research focuses on breaking the
black box, artists are actively engaging with its fundamen-
tal (and perhaps irreducible) opacity, and building on the
unexplainable, the ambiguous and the uncanny, playfully
re-enact the paradoxes that constitute the technical and
cultural phenomenon of creative Al.

This process is at work, for instance, in Dadabots’s cease-
less real-time musical ruminations,! in Herndon’s Godmother,
merging oblique vocal reconstructions, eerie percussive sounds
and close-ups of the artist’s face as viewed by a machinic ob-
server,? and, in the symbolic domain, in Carré’s summoning
of Irving Berlin’s and Cole Porter’s creepy doppelgingers.®

Similarly, in NIME design Hexorcismo’s Semilla.ai (Fig-
ure 1) combines computer vision, neural audio synthesis,
and the Meso-american practice of maize seeds divination;
Donnarumma interacts instead with uncannily autonomous
prostheses,* Shepardson’s Living Looper reimagines the gui-
tar looper into a living agent [36], and Gioti’s online-learning
system evokes fears of machinic substitution haunting a
group of singers with their sonic remnants.?

A certain spectrality has emerged in practice as well. 1

"https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=80VdPaJoE6c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sc9OjL6Mjqo
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Figure 1: Hexorcismos’ Semilla.ai.

began my research on XATI in design and artistic practice
by composing systems [32] around the peculiar affordances
of neural audio synthesis algorithms [8]. As I iteratively en-
gaged with them, I became increasingly aware of the models’
statistical rumination of the source material and interested
in the processes that this activates in designers, artists and
listeners.

I began building my NIMEs and artworks, at first inad-
vertently, upon the subtle sense of eeriness that this mech-
anism tends to bring about, querying the dataset’s ghosts
with interfaces based on hidden magnets [31, 33], incorpo-
rating drawings of ancient Icelandic spells [30], and overlap-
ping creepy human voices with otherworldly, dreary sonic
presences [28].

With these hauntings in mind, I began exploring the
wider debate around Al, realising that the eeriness I no-
ticed in my and other artists’ works, within and beyond the
IIL experimental ecosystem, parallels with the summoning
in the political, technical and aesthetic discourse of ghosts
of different kinds: some of these are metaphorical, lurking
behind the disembodied authorship of Al co-creation [13],
some bear the signs of the human labour that sustains the
technology,® and others, ethereal and ubiquitous, haunt the
web through the viral diffusion of improbable narratives.”

One might here extend Arthur C. Clarke’s well-known
quote, arguing that even though sufficiently advanced tech-
nologies may be indistinguishable from magic, they sooner
or later stabilise within the culture turning into something
less of a mystery and more of a tool. But even though
the disruptive novelty of the technology, coupled with the
tendency towards the otherworldly of modern media [7] un-
doubtedly contributes to the emergence of spectres of differ-
ent kinds, another mechanism might be at play with genera-
tive Al, one that echoes the instances of a short-lived, inho-
mogeneous aesthetic movement formalised by Mark Fisher
under the umbrella term sonic hauntology [14].

In this paper I elaborate on this insight, framing the dis-
course on hauntology from Derrida to Fisher, and exploring
its application to creative musical Al and within my own
work with NIMEs. This will help us delineate the practice-
based methodology of Al hauntography, a research method
based on a perspective on XAl as sense-making [3], com-
bining musical performance, and observation to investigate
the phenomenology of creative Al as it manifests in our in-
strument designs and the broader social context.

Shttps:/ /sirchutney.medium.com/artificial-intelligence-is-
powered-by-ghosts-fe00979914cc

"https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Loab

2. HAUNTOLOGY

The notion of hauntology traces back to Derrida, as yet an-
other pun in his deconstructive arsenal (in French, “hauntol-
ogy” is indeed a homophone to “ontology”) extending his ex-
ploration of the ontologically liminal to individual and col-
lective existential history. Indeed, in his Spectres of Marx,
Derrida introduces the idea of a broken historicity, or, by
summoning Hamlet’s ghost, of an “out-of-jointness” perme-
ating the neo-liberal ideology [12].

In deeming Fukuyama’s claim of history coming to an
end with the crisis of the Soviet Union [17] as neo-evangelic
rhetoric, and as such ideology in disguise, Derrida argues
that Marxism was a spectre in the first place, a ghost haunt-
ing Europe since the incipit of the Communist Manifesto.
It is within the paradoxes inherent to the repression of
historical time programmed into the neo-capitalist cultural
hegemony, in the “out-of-jointness” caused by the historical
impossibility of neoliberalism’s self-proclaimed universality,
that Derrida’s notion of hauntology finds its foundation.

This existential haunting is the fundamental condition
of postmodernity, the cultural logic of neo-liberal society,
characterised by a generalised scepticism towards the past,
the disavowal of 20th century grand narratives, and a gener-
alised sense of loss in the stability of meaning [25]. Postmod-
ernism, argues Jameson, subverts and flattens time through
a nostalgia mechanism, a pervasive phenomenon in the post-
Fordist cultural production, ceaselessly enacting a stereo-
typed, fictional past through the recovery and juxtaposition
of its voided simulacra [20].

This “nostalgia mode” is symptomatic of a cultural fold-
ing, a deceleration in the evolution of artistic creation all
the more evident if compared to the exponential increase
in the pace of technical innovation. Nostalgia’s concurrent
processes of re-actualisation and neurotic iteration of a fic-
tional past offer the most pristine example of the kind of
spectres hauntology is concerned with: the subtle eeriness,
the uneasiness, the paradoxical disjunctures that this self-
referential delusion brings about are viewed, through the
hauntological lenses, as symptoms of a profound chasm,
liminal traces confronting us with the impossibility of a fu-
ture without a reconciliation with the ghosts haunting the
present.

Zizek effectively epitomizes the hauntological process that
comes into play with nostalgia, when, interpreting Marx
and Freud, he writes that “the way to the truth of a system
(of society, of the psyche) leads through what necessarily
appears as a pathological, marginal and accidental distor-
tion of this system, [such as] slips of the tongue, dreams,
symptoms, economic crises” [37]: nostalgia’s paradoxical
pastiche, precisely when it aims for its own legitimisation,
brings forth a ghost: through the manifest historical impos-
sibility of its naturalisation, the postmodern is revealed as
ideology in disguise, as the “reflex and the concomitant of
yet another systemic modification of capitalism itself” [20].

Such is the nature of hauntological spectres. They are
otherworldly insofar as they reveal the obscenity of the
mundane, alien insofar as they uncover the alien in the
familiar. Their haunting operates in two distinct ways:
first, by bringing to the surface what ideology removes from
perception (the relics of the unfulfilled postmodern termi-
nal prophecy, first and foremost); second, they reveal that
which never came to be (the spectre of Communism, in
Derrida’s original framing) and yet, as an acting void keeps
operating against the current ideology by virtue of its very
absence [12].






