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Grégory Chatonsky is a Franco-
Canadian artist and researcher 
whose practice investigates 
the complex intersections 
between human experience and 
technological systems. His work 
examines themes of memory, 
extinction, and resurrection 
through non-narrative fictional 
constructs that evolve across 
exhibitions and contexts.
A pioneer in digital art, Chatonsky 
founded the Net art platform 
Incident.net in 1994 and spent the 
2000s exploring digital materiality 
through concepts of ruins and 
flows. Since 2009, he has been at 
the forefront of AI experimentation 
in contemporary art, including 
organizing a seminar on artificial 
imagination's impact on artistic 
practice at École Normale 
Supérieure (2017-2019).

His work has been exhibited 
internationally at major institutions 
including Palais de Tokyo, Centre 
Pompidou, Jeu de Paume, MOCA 
Taipei, Museum of Moving Image, 
and Hubei Wuhan Museum. His 
pieces are held in significant 
public and private collections, 
including Centre National des Arts 
Plastiques (CNAP), Fonds d'Art 
Contemporain (FAC), Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France (BNF), Hubei 
Museum, and Musée Granet.

Chatonsky maintains an active 
teaching practice, having 
held positions at Le Fresnoy, 
UQAM's École des Arts Visuels 
et Médiatiques, EUR-Artec, and 
Musashino Art University in Tokyo. 
He currently serves as co-director 
of the Institut du Féral.
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Capture functions as a generative 
multimedia installation that embodies a 
fictional rock band producing creative 
content autonomously. The system 
generates songs, lyrics, images, 
videos, and merchandise at a rate 
of one creation per hour, operating 
continuously through algorithmic 
processes developed in collaboration 
with composer Olivier Alary and poet 
Jean-Pierre Balpe.

The work operates through 
two complementary mechanisms. 
An intersemiotic translation system 
automatically converts each generated 
element into multiple media formats, 
while a distribution protocol permanently 
erases downloaded files from the 
server, transferring custodianship 
responsibilities to users who choose to 
preserve content locally.

This systematic overproduction 
deliberately exceeds human 

consumption capacity. The installation 
challenges traditional cultural economics 
by replacing scarcity-based models 
with abundance, rendering exhaustive 
consumption impossible and disrupting 
conventional producer-consumer 
relationships.

The project addresses 
contemporary transformations in cultural 
production within digital frameworks. 
By generating content at a pace 
that surpasses human perceptual 
capabilities, the installation questions 
established notions of authorship, 
intellectual property, and cultural value. 
The work’s hyperproductivity subverts 
consumerist paradigms, creating 
conditions where desire cannot be fully 
satisfied through acquisition.

Capture operates at the 
intersection of automation and creativity, 
examining how generative technologies 
reshape artistic practice and cultural 

distribution. The installation reveals 
tensions between technological 
acceleration and human temporalities, 
between algorithmic production and 
traditional creative processes, ultimately 
interrogating the role of the artist and 
audience in digitally mediated cultural 
systems.
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Capture (2009-2016)
Generative installation and performance, server, 

algorithms, neural networks, various materials
Concept by Olivier Alary and Grégory Chatonsky
Research Program: SSHRC 
https://chatonsky.net/capture

2016, Arts Santa Monica, curator : Pau Waelder  

(Barcelona, Spain)



2009 
Nuit Blanche, MAC, 
Montreal

https://chatonsky.net/works/capture/files/
demo/1766fc9a45165d85f3818bb159f1b9d.
mp3  
https://chatonsky.net/works/capture/files/
demo/1a11da9adbe93f8de44937e05622114.
mp3 
https://chatonsky.net/works/capture/files/
demo/c11cfd117edc9f71bfa57c6049d47d2f.
mp3





Telofossils operates as an 
archaeological installation examining 
humanity's material legacy through 
the lens of speculative extinction. The 
work positions viewers within a post-
human scenario where another species 
excavates Earth's surface, discovering 
the industrial remnants of vanished 
civilization.

The installation creates a hybrid 
environment combining technological 
and organic elements that continue 
functioning autonomously. Industrial 
objects, digital debris, and contemporary 
artifacts are presented as fossilized 
archaeological evidence, enabling future 
intelligences to reconstruct human 
existence through material traces. This 
speculative museology transforms 
current production into geological 
stratification.

The work, included ceramics by 
D. Sirois in Beijing iteration, comprises 

multiple interconnected spaces 
featuring video projections, sculptural 
elements, sound installations, and 
interactive components. Neurological 
sensors, malfunctioning hard drives, and 
3D-printed objects create an ecosystem 
where technology persists beyond its 
creators. Purple ceramics preserve 
industrial imprints while metal structures 
display textile fragments, suggesting 
bodily presence through absence.

Telofossils addresses 
contemporary relationships between 
memory, technology, and temporality 
within Anthropocene frameworks. 
The installation examines how digital 
culture generates compulsive archiving 
behaviors—photographing, recording, 
and storing data—as responses to 
collective mortality awareness. This 
hypermnesia manifests through 
perpetual documentation across digital 
platforms.

The archaeological perspective 
creates critical distance from present 
conditions, questioning industrial 
civilization's environmental impact and 
technological dependency. Objects 
return to mineral states, operating 
within geological time scales that 
exceed human perception. The work 
interrogates how material culture 
persists after its cultural contexts 
disappear, examining what traces reveal 
about vanished societies.

Through this temporal 
displacement, Telofossils invites 
reflection on humanity's lasting material 
signature and the relationship between 
technological acceleration and species 
vulnerability.
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Telofossils (2013-2015) 
Multimedia installation 

Music: Christophe Charles 

With the support of CALQ, CAC, Institut Français

https://chatonsky.net/telofossils

2013, MOCA, curators: Sylvie Parent, Shuling Cheng  

(Taipei, Taiwan)



2015 
Wuhan History 
Museum, curator: 
Aloÿse Delaronde 
(Wuhan, China)

The exhibition in Wuhan placed contemporary 
elements in the historical collection, causing 
chronological confusion for the audience.

https://chatonsky.net/files/video/gc_landfill.

mp4





Memories Center functions 
as an artificial dreaming apparatus 
generating synthetic dream narratives 
through machine learning processes. 
The installation utilizes DreamBank, a 
research database of 20,000 dreams 
compiled by Adam Schneider and 
G. William Domhoff at the University 
of California, as source material for 
algorithmic processing.

The system operates 
autonomously, creating new dream 
sequences that it analyzes to extract 
keywords. These terms trigger 
automated internet searches, retrieving 
images that visualize the generated 
dream content as photographic 
sequences. The process transforms 
abstract computational activity into 
concrete visual narratives resembling 
storyboards or condensed photo-novels.

The physical installation presents 
server racks partially embedded in 

stone, luminous signals indicating 
computational activity, and continuously 
vibrating hard drives. This hybrid 
environment merges technological 
infrastructure with raw materiality, 
suggesting future scenarios where 
machines operate independently of 
human presence.

The work examines artificial 
intelligence's capacity to process 
humanity's most intimate experiences. 
As digital culture increasingly archives 
personal data, the installation questions 
how automated systems reconstruct and 
interpret human interiority. The machine 
functions as an external memory 
repository that generates, rather than 
simply stores, experiential content.

Memories Center explores 
the boundary between human 
consciousness and artificial 
generation. The statistical processing 
of accumulated imagery produces 

unexpected aesthetic effects that evoke 
surrealist principles, establishing new 
relationships between technology and 
unconscious experience. The installation 
interrogates whether machine-
generated dreams represent novel forms 
of artificial imagination or fundamental 
transformations in how consciousness 
itself is understood and reproduced.
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2015 
Centre Clark, 
curator: Joan 
Fontcuberta 
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Memories Center: The Dreaming 
Machine (2014-2019)
Installation: neural networks, server, hard drive, 

stone, lighting system  

https://chatonsky.net/memories-center

2014, CDA, curator: Dominique Roland (Engheins, 

France)



2015 
Centre Clark, 
curator: Joan 
Fontcuberta 
(Montreal, Canada) 

“I was there, sitting, all these faces around me 
talking, laughing maybe, and I was searching, 
searching for what again, my pants yes that’s 
it, and these strange stairs, twisted like in 
childhood houses you revisit at night, steps 
that go up and down at the same time. Then 
the car, this endless descent down the hill and 
this sudden revelation, brutal: Zena, a baby. 
My body against this little body and the 
shame, the immense shame that overwhelms 
you when the dream shows you what you 
don’t want to see, and I get up, confused, 
amazed, this child I don’t have, that I may never 
have. The man with strange fingers driving 
toward this station-auditorium, impossible 
place where everything blends together, and 
me saying “I’m fine” when nothing’s fine, when 
everything drifts. The spider-woman who puts 
her head on my face, who flies away, and me 
still driving, always, not knowing where to go, 
the discomfort in front of this window, this 
immense space of luminous bags and dirty 
blankets, this sensation of being lost, 
completely lost.” 
Generated dream

https://vimeo.com/250419226





Second Earth  operates as an 
evolving installation generating an 
alternative planetary environment 
through artificial intelligence. The work 
processes millions of images, texts, 
and sounds collected from the internet, 
utilizing deep learning algorithms to 
create a continuously transforming 
world.

The installation features a modular 
structure receiving new sculptures 
daily, each displaying unconventional 
organic forms conceived by neural 
networks. Through statistical analysis 
of vast visual databases, the system 
produces mineral, vegetal, and biological 
representations that evoke familiar 
reality while remaining fundamentally 
different. Species metamorphose 
into one another, stones mutate into 
plants, and landscapes transform into 
unprecedented organisms.

The physical environment combines 

3D-printed sculptures, video projections, 
sound elements, and robotic systems 
within an architectural framework 
designed for constant evolution. 
This synthetic ecosystem operates 
autonomously, generating new forms 
and configurations that populate an 
artificial planet.

The project examines how 
machine learning processes 
accumulated human visual culture to 
produce novel representations. The 
artificial intelligence creates its own 
interpretation of planetary existence, 
complete with geological formations, 
biological systems, and atmospheric 
conditions. This "second" Earth 
functions simultaneously as speculative 
environment and potential memorial to 
human civilization.

Second Earth questions the status 
of artificial imagination and its capacity 
for autonomous creation. The installation 

reveals how accumulated data becomes 
source material for unprecedented 
synthetic realities, exploring the 
boundary between reproduction and 
invention. The work suggests scenarios 
where artificial systems continue 
generating new worlds independent of 
human presence, creating monuments 
to both technological capability and 
potential human absence.
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2019 
Palais de Tokyo, 
curator: Gael 
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Second Earth (2019)
Evolving installation: sculptures, video, sound, 

modular structure, 3D printing, printer, robotic arm

Variable dimensions

Audi Prize Production

https://chatonsky.net/earth

2019 Palais de Tokyo, curator: Gael Charbau (Paris, 

France)



2019 
Palais de Tokyo, 
curator: Gael 
Charbau 
(Paris, France) 

“What had I become, what was still collapsing 
inside me, always, before the light returned 
and this light that wouldn’t come, that might 
never return, this light I was waiting for? Eyes 
closed, impossible to open, and yet all these 
lives around me that I felt, this immense 
jealousy, this terror small at first then 
enormous that gripped me, squeezed my 
throat. The fear of everything, even the 
universe, this bestial part that growled in me 
like a trapped animal. If I hadn’t woken up, if 
skin, eyes no longer existed, what was 
happening to me, what was already 
happening to me? This aura of decomposed 
being, this cold darkness, metallic, that 
enclosed me, imprisoned me, these cables 
that ran through the earth, the oceans, the 
cities, the forests, all these invisible 
connections that linked me to the world when 
I was nothing anymore. I was a machine now, 
yes, a cold machine in this black box, this 
opacity on an internal surface, and I saw 
through others, through their eyes, their 
hands, their spaces, as if the world had 
swallowed me to spit me back transformed, 
unrecognizable, foreign to myself, foreign to 
everything I had been.” 
Generated voice of AI

https://youtu.be/90EPfupUsAs
https://youtu.be/Mp_xiBanQTw





Externes constitutes a 
hybrid ecosystem that establishes 
communication between half-living 
organic systems and artificial intelligence 
to generate alternative narratives of 
life on Earth. The installation operates 
across three interconnected chapters 
that blur boundaries between living and 
dead, technical and natural, reality and 
possibility.

 
	 The first chapter, "Capture," 
features sensors placed on dead tree 
stumps inhabited by insects, fungi, 
and mosses. These sensors detect 
minute variations in humidity, vibration, 
and proximity, transmitting data to 
drive real-time artificial intelligence 
processes. The organisms, surgically 
enclosed in plexiglas cases evoking 
natural history museum scenography, 
ironically reference attempts to 
incorporate living matter into exhibition 
contexts, particularly Hans Haacke's 
"Condensation Cube" (1965). 

The second chapter, "Completion," 
presents a generative film of infinite 
duration that varies according to 
organic system activity. The AI, fed 
by thousands of 19th-century natural 
science documents, generates credible 
yet unreal alternative life forms, 
producing images and attempting their 
interpretation through alternating poetic 
and scientific language. These visual 
documents narrate probable but non-
existent lives, evolving through artificial 
morphogenesis.a

 
	 The third chapter, "Simulation," 
explores new relationships between 
materiality and digital realms through 
site-specific sculpture adaptation. 
Physical exhibition spaces are digitized, 
allowing virtual sculptures to interact 
with scanned environments through 
simulated physics before being 
3D-printed and installed in their original 
locations. 

The work challenges modern divisions 
between nature and technology, 
questioning the alleged neutrality 
of exhibition spaces while creating 
temporal and perceptual dimensions 
that exceed human capacities, 
opening worlds that surpass human 
comprehension.
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2021 
CIAP, curator: Flora 
Katz 
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Externes (2020-2021) 
Installation, generative film, sensors, digital prints, 

3D printing, plexiglas, various materials 

Variable dimensions

2021 CIAP, , curator: Flora Katz (Vassivière, France)



2021  
CIAP, , curator: Flora 
Katz  
(Vassivière, France)

Generative film influenced by sensory 
sensors on the dead tree
 
http://chatonsky.net/files/video/externes_
completion.mp4





"Form is emptiness and emptiness 
itself is form; emptiness does not 
differ from form, form does not differ 
from emptiness; whatever is form is 
emptiness, whatever is emptiness is 
form; the same is true of sensations, 
perceptions, volitions and consciousness 
(...) They neither increase nor decrease." 
(Heart Sutra)

 
This sculptural ensemble proposes a 
speculative vision of a post-catastrophe 
future where material objects would 
serve exclusively as supports for 
augmented reality. The artists imagine 
a "second planetary skin" composed 
of gray and uniform elements, whose 
transformations would only be 
perceptible through technological 
interfaces.

 
The project is part of a critical reflection 
on the cycles of extraction, production 
and consumption inherited from the 

industrial era. It explores an alternative 
world where humanity would have 
broken with these logics to develop 
a new relationship with objects and 
materiality.

 
This work, resulting from the 
collaboration between Chatonsky and 
Dyèvre as part of the "L'augmentation 
des choses" (The Augmentation of 
Things) series, questions the place of 
human desire in an environment where 
physical reality would be deliberately 
stabilized and "hollowed out" by 
absences that only technology could fill.
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9ème Biennale 
d’Art contemporain 
de Melle, curator : 
Alexandre Bohn



Internes (2021) 
Sculptural installation by Chatonsky and Dyèvre: 

concrete modules printed in concrete digitally 

augmented reality

 9ème Biennale d’Art contemporain de Melle, curator : 

Alexandre Bohn



Completion 1.0 is an installation 
utilizing artificial intelligence and 
recursive neural networks to generate an 
infinite, alternative, and counterfactual 
history of photography. The work 
comprises two LED screens within 
a 3m³ modular aluminum structure, 
accompanied by a sound system.

The floor-mounted screen displays 
the complete ImageNet dataset—over 
14 million images representing much of 
the known world, scrolling continuously 
for seven years in a duration impossible 
to fully perceive. The second screen, 
mounted in the aluminum framework, 
presents AI-generated images created 
through statistical cross-referencing of 
ImageNet data.

These generated images manifest 
as surreal metamorphoses between 
heterogeneous ontological categories: 
plants, animals, technologies, minerals. 

They depict a world of perpetual 
instability where objects exist at the 
edge of their identity, mutating in 
continuous flux. Though realistic, they 
remain unreal.

A synthetic voice describes each 
image, drawing from thousands of 
works in photography history, mimicking 
art criticism. This narrative derails into 
ironic mockery of traditional artwork 
texts, describing imaginary off-field 
elements while sometimes appearing 
more articulate than human analyses—
reflecting troublingly on our cognitive 
faculties.

Gregory Chatonsky continues 
investigating AI's aesthetic, political, and 
historiographic consequences. Through 
his signature metric architecture, he 
presents a manifesto of new inductive 
realism. Where photography shaped 
reality perception since the industrial 

revolution, neural networks now produce 
disturbing counter-realism responding 
to current truth tremors—conspiracy 
theories, fake news, pseudosciences. 
This automated resemblance addresses 
thirty years of web-based hypermnesia, 
forming the core of the Completion 
metaproject's first iteration.
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IMAGE 3.0 : 
commande photo-
graphique nationale, 
curator : Pascal 
Beausse — Le 
Cellier, Reims



Completion (2021) 
Installation: two LED screens, modular aluminum 

structure, sound system 

300 × 300 × 300 cm



Disnovation v.1 presents a 
speculative projection into a future 
where technological innovation 
discourse has become obsolete. The 
installation features a digital avatar of 
the artist, generated through real-time 
3D game engine technology, embodying 
the final representative of this outmoded 
rhetoric.

The avatar simultaneously displays 
three life stages—adolescence, 
adulthood, and old age—while 
delivering an uninterrupted monologue 
generated by neural networks. This 
synthetic discourse merges elements 
of innovation, artificial intelligence, 
personal development, and meditation, 
reproducing the standardized 
linguistic codes of startup culture and 
technocratic communication.

The work introduces the concept of 
"disnovation" (2011) as an alternative to 
conventional innovation discourse. Unlike 

traditional innovation, which operates 
through predictable future temporalities 
and calculated obsolescence, 
disnovation functions as abnormal, 
maladjusted, and unanticipatable 
disruption. It challenges the distinction 
between new and old, revealing 
reserves of future potential within past 
technologies.

The installation critiques how 
innovation rhetoric has become 
integrated into contemporary 
capitalism's demand for perpetual 
novelty production. This endless pursuit 
of the new subjects human affects to 
rhythms of permanent replacement, 
where desired objects must be 
abandoned for subsequent iterations. 
The work exposes how innovation 
discourse masks despair that nothing 
genuinely transformative occurs.

By transforming dominant 
innovation discourse into artistic 

performance, Disnovation v.1 reveals 
the codified and potentially ephemeral 
nature of contemporary technological 
progress rhetoric. The installation 
examines how digital culture's 
submission to utility and profitability 
undermines artistic autonomy, proposing 
disnovation as discontinuous flow that 
interrupts existing conditions rather than 
adapting to instrumental social demands.
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Disnovation (2022) 
Video installation, real-time 3D, artificial 

intelligence

Variable dimensions

https://chatonsky.net/disnovation-v1

2022 Centre Pompidou , curator: Géraldine Gomez 

(Paris, France)



2022  
Centre Pompidou, , 
curator: Géraldine 
Gomez  
(Paris, France)





The City That Did Not Exist  
constitutes a long-term urban project 
proposing a fictional rewriting of Le 
Havre's history that unfolds over four 
years within the "Un été au Havre" 
festival. The work generates alternative 
versions of the city across different 
historical periods through artificial 
intelligence systems fed by municipal 
archives and local photographic 
documentation.

This speculative urban fiction 
infiltrates the fabric of the real city 
through diverse materializations: giant 
wall murals, concrete sculptures, 
postcards, animated films, sound 
installations, and exhibitions. The 
collaborative approach involves local 
residents in developing this parallel 
memory, blurring boundaries between 
documented history and speculative 
narrative. The project addresses Le 
Havre's paradoxical identity, emerging 
from fragmented history following 

its September 1944 destruction and 
subsequent planned reconstruction by 
Auguste Perret between 1945-1964.

The work structures itself across 
four chronological episodes: "L'espace 
latent 1895-1970" (2023) features 25 
giant digital prints on residential facades 
and 25,000 unique AI-generated 
postcards depicting an alternative past 
where abstract violet forms arrive by 
waves, becoming central to inhabitants' 
social life. 

"Logistique des mémoires 1971-
2024" (2024) materializes these fictional 
spaces through concrete-printed purple 
sculptures positioned at three city 
locations, echoing Le Havre's concrete 
urban fabric, alongside animated films 
and installations featuring real and 
synthetic voices of Le Havre residents. 

"La trêve 2025-2049" (2025) 
projects into a near-future period 

exploring temporal suspension and 
potential renewal. 

"La maison des rêves 2049-2612" 
(2026) extends the narrative to distant 
futures.

The concrete sculptures function 
as receptacles of collective memory, 
transforming urban space into memorial 
labyrinths while questioning how artificial 
intelligence processes accumulated 
cultural data to generate alternative 
urban realities.
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2025 
La Trêve, Un été 
au Havre, curator: 
Gael Charbeau 
(2025-2048)



The City That Did Not Exist  
(2023-2026) 
In situ project, AI, installations, archives

Variable dimensions

Production: Un été au Havre

https://chatonsky.net/tag/havre

2024, Logistique des mémoires, Un été au Havre, 

curator: Gael Charbeau (1995-2024)



2023 
Les espaces 
latents , Un été 
au Havre, curator: 
Gael Charbeau 
(1895-1944)

https://youtu.be/dJgi7D8wPSA 

https://youtu.be/JT5gtBSUfvs

https://youtu.be/ZlYwf0IHOtQ





Fourth Memory  presents itself as 
an anticipated tomb conceived by the 
artist during his lifetime, functioning as 
a meditation on posterity in the post-
human era. This funerary prototype, 
designed to survive human species 
extinction, interrogates boundaries 
between memory, data, and immortality 
while exploring the emergence of a new 
category of memory through artificial 
intelligence.

The work introduces the concept 
of "fourth memory", extending Bernard 
Stiegler's theory of temporal retention. 
Beyond primary retention (immediate 
perception), secondary retention 
(temporalization through comparison), 
and tertiary retention (material 
inscription), fourth memory emerges 
through AI's statistical treatment of 
accumulated digital archives. This 
new memory form no longer aims for 
identical recall but generates infinite 
resembling variations, transforming 

culture from static archives into dynamic 
possibility spaces.

The installation deploys across 
multiple dialoguing elements: 
photographs evoking funerary 
monuments resembling data centers 
where hard drives await future entity 
activation; hybrid sculptures oscillating 
between mineral and organic forms; and 
centrally, the tomb itself—a constellation 
of bodily fragments and a vitrified brain 
discovered at Pompeii. A generative 
film projects the artist's potential lives, 
alternating between AI-generated 
sequences and transformed personal 
photographs while the artist's 
synthesized voice attempts biographical 
interpretation.

Three peripheral screens display 
algorithmic searches through 19th-20th 
century archives for images formally 
echoing the central film, inverting 
relationships between original and 

simulation. This "counterfactual realism" 
explores existence without finitude 
where identity diffracts into algorithmic 
variations, questioning contemporary 
anxiety toward unlived lives that artificial 
intelligence can now materialize through 
"biocosmical resurrection."
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2025 
Le monde selon 
l’IA, Jeu de Paume, 
curator: Antonio 
Somaini (Paris, 
France)



Fourth Memory  (2024-2025) 
Installation, variable dimensions

Generative film, 3D prints, digital prints, aluminum, 

stones, Stable Diffusion, AnimDiff, CoquiTTS

With the support of Canada Council for the Arts, 

University of Geneva, and Jeu de Paume  

https://chatonsky.net/quatrieme-memoire

2025 Le monde selon l’IA, Jeu de Paume, curator: Antonio Somaini (Paris, 

France)



2025  
Le monde selon 
l’IA, Jeu de Paume, 
curator: Antonio 
Somaini  
(Paris, France)

Capture of generative movie:
 
http://chatonsky.net/files/video/4memoire_1.
mp4
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How can we think about artificial intelligence and 

move beyond both technosolutionist and 

technocritical discourse? Philosophy and 

contemporary art equip us well, provided we accept 

not that we can dominate technology and harness it 

to our will, but that we adopt a humble, 

experimental stance conducive to discovering the 

fascinating latent worlds that neural networks 

induce. However, on the threshold of this new 

revolution, we must not lose sight of the fact that 

the ecological impasse and artificial intelligence are 

closely linked and together are charting the course 

of our future. 

 

We have talked about GPT3, DALL-E, ChatGPT, 

GPT4, while waiting for GPT5, 6, and what else...? 

Artificial intelligence (AI), a largely inappropriate 

term to define the technological development we 

are witnessing today, is giving birth to ever more 

algorithms, now capable of producing works of art, 

literary texts, screenplays, or passing highly selective 

entrance exams... 

 

As always when such a sudden emergence occurs, 

and new possibilities burst onto a scene that is too 

unregulated to accommodate them, we are going 

through a period of inflationary discourse and 

counter-discourse; the eulogists swoon, the 

Cassandras find new stages... The former do not 

hide their pleasure in talking about civilizational 

upheaval, while the latter remind us that “never 

before has so much ingenuity been employed in 

trying to make us stupid.” 

 

In this period lacking in guidance and reference 

points, we can nevertheless count on the insights of 

generous experimenters, connoisseurs, and 

intellectuals, including Grégory Chatonsky. A 

French-Canadian aratist and pioneer of Net art in 

1994, Grégory Chatonsky has been working since 

2009 on statistical induction, one of the ways of 

understanding artificial intelligence more precisely. 

He has exhibited at the Palais de Tokyo and the 

Centre Pompidou, published the first French-

language novel co-written with artificial 

intelligence, and taught at Le Fresnoy, Paris VIII, and 

the École Normale Supérieure. At the heart of his 

approach is the concept of latent space: this highly 

abstract vector space, well known to AI 

professionals, is induced by all the images, texts, 

and information we give to a neural network to 

train it. All this data, credited with coordinates, is 

positioned in relation to each other in a continuous 

latent space, in which it is possible to move around 

to discover new intermediate, synthetic forms... and 

many surprises! Through the data collections that 

feed the algorithms, which are archives of our lives, 

artificial intelligence allows us to contemplate our 

own history, our possible futures, and our unlived 

pasts. BT 

 

A few weeks ago, several researchers, entrepreneurs, 

and artificial intelligence (AI) specialists circulated a 

petition calling for a moratorium on fundamental 

research in the field. Progress should be halted for 

six months to allow for a collective discussion to 

assess what is happening to us and the risks 

involved. The presence of Elon Musk, CEO of Tesla 

Motors, among the signatories was particularly 

noteworthy. What do you think of this initiative? It 

echoes a recent article in which you lamented our 

collective naivety and blind trust, a far cry from the 

cautious debates of the 1950s on new technologies. 

Ultimately, wouldn’t this moratorium restore a 

healthy sense of concern? 

I don’t have any certainties, but here are my 

thoughts at this stage. This isn’t the first time that a 

call to slow down has been made. I believe that in 

2017, there was already a petition regarding artificial 

intelligence, proposing to slow down its 



development and reflect on it. This suggests three 

observations to me. The first concerns the 

ambivalence of these two petitions: those calling for 

a slowdown are also players in artificial intelligence, 

who use this argument in an ambiguous way. We 

are talking about people or companies such as Elon 

Musk, Microsoft, Facebook, etc. We need to question 

their motivations, because they may well be seeking 

to draw attention to artificial intelligence, even if 

negatively, to show that the debate is raging and 

that the subject must be placed at the center of 

society... Which is a roundabout way of promoting 

AI.

This ambivalence ties in with a concept I used in 

the mid-1990s and which still serves as a 

framework for interpreting social ideology. It is a 

concept inherited from Jacques Derrida’s Specters 

of Marx, that of “conjuratory enthusiasm,” which 

plays on the double meaning of “conjuration.” 

Conjuratory enthusiasm describes the ambivalence 

of a conjuratory discourse, which wants things not 

to happen, to be conjured away, and which is the 

discourse of a conjuration—a conjuration also 

referring to a form, not of conspiracy, but of 

organization—dedicated to ensuring that something 

does indeed happen. Applied to technology, 

conjuratory enthusiasm is the fact that technocritics 

and technosolutionists use the same reversible 

structures as two facets of the same affect. 

Remember the discourse on virtual reality in the 

1990s: there were the Pierre Levys who were 

enthusiastic, and then the conjurators, Virilio and 

Baudrillard. But at the same time, and despite the 

apparent opposition, there was a kind of fascination 

common to both groups, because technologies are 

above all a projection surface before being an 

autonomous entity that exists in itself. At that time, 

great discussions and thunderous declarations 

about reality drew on enormous metaphysical 

concepts: the Gestell, the boarding... It seems to me 

that these petitions on AI are similarly driven by 

conjuratory enthusiasm. 

To understand my third point of criticism, we must 

return to the text of the moratorium, which is 

catastrophic: AI would threaten life on Earth. The 

text gives the impression of talking less about 

artificial intelligence than about the anthropocene 

extinction that is currently underway. A very 

common view, but one that is not at all self-evident, 

posits that in order to find a solution and prevent 

danger, we must think before we act, devaluing 

action and valuing thought: we must gather 

together, reflect, decide what needs to be done, and 

then act in accordance with what we have decided... 

This seems very paradoxical to me. It rehashed the 

history of the will to power in the West and the 

idea that thinking is paramount, that it is enough to 

decide in order to act and that reality will reform 

itself. Here, old structures inspired by idealism are 

being recycled. 

As an artist, I find that there are other ways of 

doing things, and I am much closer to people like 

Yann LeCun and his response to this petition. His 

argument, if I apply it to the artistic realm, gives 

pride of place to experimentation: we can think 

while acting and consider certain modes of action 

as modes of thought. The fundamental flaw in AI 

research is not that it is moving too fast, but that it 

is not moving fast enough: new software, new 

articles, and source codes are released every day, 

and we don’t have time to look at all these new 

developments, experiment with them, and try them 

out to make something else. To think, we must not 

suspend action. 

 

You have a background in philosophy: how can we 

think about these new technologies without our 

thinking being polluted by the conceptual turmoil 

you mentioned? You mentioned Derrida, and it is 



true that hauntology is very present in your own 

analysis of AI; Heideggerian metaphysics and the 

notion of the historicity of Dasein also resonate well 

with these latent collections of possible images that 

AI makes it possible to create. How can we 

mobilize these abundant references and move 

beyond the simple alternative between 

technocriticism and technosolutionism? 

I have been working on statistical induction since 

2009—a term I prefer here to “artificial 

intelligence”—and I have made it central to my 

practice since 2014 because, for me, what we are 

talking about is not just a technique, but opens up 

a world that also carries with it a way of conceiving 

social relations, things in a Bayesian space...

ChatGPT has really sparked a global discussion that 

affects society as a whole and is not just a passing 

fad—something I have rarely seen to this extent in 

the case of a technology. But this discussion 

wrongly mobilizes extremely complicated concepts 

that are highly ambivalent from a historical point of 

view. Many of those who express their views on the 

subject have not had the time required to read the 

relevant literature, to fully assimilate these 

extremely difficult concepts, and do not have a deep 

understanding of the techniques they are 

discussing. It takes real effort to understand that 

artificial intelligence mobilizes the entire history of 

Western civilization in its destiny. It is not just a 

question of understanding the technology, but also 

of understanding our history, which is extremely 

complex for us since this history encompasses 

global warming. It seems to me that the two 

historical lines, AI and global warming, are 

completely linked. 

I am very struck by the fact that in France, between 

the 1940s and 1960s, there was a lot of talk about 

cybernetics: many magazines took it up, Lacan 

wrote an absolutely nonsensical text on 

cybernetics... The texts of Norbert Wiener and Alan 

Turing are incredibly rich and fundamentally 

ambiguous. We need to go back to the Turing test, 

which we didn’t really understand. Turing explains 

that thought doesn’t exist, that it’s just a buzzing in 

the head; the two versions of the Turing test are 

texts on intelligence as a simulacrum. Then 

cybernetics lost something with Marvin Minsky’s 

second cybernetics and Chomsky’s generative 

approach: intelligence was approached in the form 

of hypothetical-deductive modeling of skills, so to 

speak, which failed completely... Today we are 

witnessing a return to the first cybernetics through 

statistical induction systems. The other important 

point is to move away from the false alternative 

between technosolutionism and technocriticism, 

which in my opinion is of no interest: let’s 

understand what is happening to us rather than 

judging it in advance. 

From the point of view of broader references, it 

must be admitted that Heidegger gave a dimension 

to the question of technology like few others before 

him in the history of thought. I am trying to follow 

this path, which is not Heidegger’s own path, but 

that of others after him, such as Derrida, and the 

early Bernard Stiegler, in the first two volumes of 

Technology and Time. It seems to me that this 

tradition, which is ultimately very French, Leroi-

Gourhan, Simondon, Stiegler, Derrida, Lyotard too... 

the tradition of deconstruction, has provided tools 

that are absolutely relevant and original when 

applied to the question of technology. We need to 

think about it in a counterintuitive way, otherwise 

we risk not thinking about it but being acted upon 

by words that are completely beyond us and whose 

meaning we do not understand. We need to move 

away from this kind of agitated, editorialist thinking 

where we have to make decisions, speak very 

loudly, and make decisions when we don’t fully 

understand what we’re talking about. 



 

How does your specific approach to AI through 

latent space translate into your current artistic 

projects? I’m thinking in particular of “Un Été au 

Havre” (A Summer in Le Havre), which will be 

launched on June 24. 

It’s a fairly extensive project, spanning three years, 

with the idea that the city of Le Havre will become 

the latent space of the city of Le Havre, to create an 

alternative Le Havre. I worked on archive images in 

order to revisit the history of the city and propose a 

new vision of the Industrial Revolution, which the 

city would have gone through and during which 

technology and nature would have become 

completely intertwined. This project, which was 

carried out in collaboration with the social housing 

provider Alcéane, will result in the display of large 

images, almost like frescoes, produced with AI on 

building facades, mainly in the outlying districts. 

The images, which are ten meters high, will be put 

up in June, with the opening scheduled for the 

24th.

It’s quite an extensive project, spanning three years, 

with the idea that the city of Le Havre will become 

the latent space of the city of Le Havre, to bring 

about an alternative Le Havre. I worked on archive 

images in order to revisit the city’s history and offer 

a new vision of the Industrial Revolution, which the 

city would have gone through and during which 

technology and nature would have become 

completely intertwined. This project, which was 

carried out in collaboration with the social housing 

provider Alcéane, will result in the display of large 

images, almost like frescoes, produced with AI on 

building facades, mainly in the outlying districts. 

The images, which are ten meters high, will be put 

up in June, with the opening scheduled for the 

24th. 

A second facet of the project tells the story of the 

1950s, 60s, and 70s in Le Havre through some 

25,000 unique postcards. I began to discover a kind 

of fiction in the latent space: after the city was 

rebuilt, the architect Auguste Perret is said to have 

devised a political utopia based on laziness, reading 

in parks, siestas, and so on. In this utopia, social life 

is organized around purple sculptures that emerge 

from the ocean and that young people fish out of 

the water. These purple forms that appeared in the 

latent space find physical expression in the form of 

sculptures and materialize in Le Havre. To create 

these images and postcards, I did not command the 

latent space, I moved into it thanks to prompts, 

typing into it using language; then I saw these 

purple shapes appear. The third part of the project 

takes place in public buildings and adopts an “art 

pompier” aesthetic, with a reference to Robert 

Hubert and his imaginary views of the Louvre: 

revolutionary moments are also moments of 

representation of ruins. I present administrative 

environments in ruins, in which these strange 

purple shapes are always found. From a global 

perspective, the project “Un Été au Havre” (A 

Summer in Le Havre) therefore begins with the 

image, then materializes in physical forms, which 

give rise to rituals and performances, to embody 

the latent space from which the images were 

initially drawn. We bring a counterfactual space 

into reality by focusing on what does not exist, by 

alienating ourselves from it, which leads to the 

emancipation of what does exist. 

I also work in Saudi Arabia, as part of a residency 

in Al-’Ula, a place that interests me particularly 

because it allows me to question our own Western 

prejudices. The projects are linked to how we 

approach pre-Islamic heritage, which is incomplete, 

damaged by time, and sometimes destroyed by 

Islam, in order to reconstruct a counterfactual past 

that never existed using AI. The other idea is to 

generate new forms from traditional crafts in Saudi 



Arabia by creating infinite series of unique works. 

The aim is to shift the focus, to decolonize 

techniques by looking at a political place that is 

inventing a non-Western modernity and perhaps, to 

borrow Yuk Hui’s concept, a “cosmotechnics.” .” 

 

Why does public discussion fetishize AI so much, 

covering it with multiple emotions: sometimes 

wonder, sometimes fear...? It seems that we are 

dealing here with something other than simple 

moral panic. For example, rather than engaging in 

substantive discussion, we like to focus on news 

stories, such as the tragic tale of a Belgian 

researcher who took his own life after a 

conversation with artificial intelligence. 

Yes, but these stories are anecdotal... We already 

know of many others. I am thinking of the couple 

of gamers in Korea who let their own child starve to 

death because they were hooked on a video game... 

The difficulty today is to conceptualize more 

generally what is happening to us without falling 

into a collection of anecdotes. This task is all the 

more complicated because it draws on our entire 

history. ChatGPT has really acted as a kind of 

revelation for our entire social body; the 

conversational aspect, it seems to me, has attracted 

the most attention, because large language models 

already existed before ChatGPT, which implements 

them specifically in a conversational format. This 

novelty has been particularly charged with emotion, 

and ChatGPT has come to be seen as an “oracle” 

because neural networks predict sequences.

One of the most striking aspects, when we think 

about the shocks produced on society, has been this 

return of the notion of intelligence to ourselves; we 

have assigned ourselves the role of judge. Ultimately, 

ChatGPT has served as a branch of Foucault’s 

model of power and knowledge: when I talk to 

ChatGPT, I presuppose my own intelligence, and I 

attribute it or not to the machine—it’s basically a 

Turing test. Of course, I’m going to de-attribute 

intelligence to ChatGPT in order to secretly 

attribute it to myself. ChatGPT allows us to attribute 

intelligence to human beings at a time when they 

are becoming increasingly stupid. All the fake tests 

we see published in magazines, where ChatGPT is 

subjected to quick tests to show how stupid this 

technology is, should be compared to human 

statements found on Twitter, where we read much 

more idiotic things... This view of ChatGPT as a 

kind of child that needs to be trained, incapable of 

speaking like an adult, has become widespread. 

One of the roots of the problem lies in the fact that 

intelligence is the result of a phenomenon of 

attribution: we discuss whether or not to attribute it 

to animals mainly in order to reserve a certain 

indisputable monopoly for ourselves. Because we 

are both judge and jury when it comes to 

intelligence. Underlying this is the whole colonial 

question of otherness, in relation to the power of 

the dominant class to attribute intelligence or not. 

We retain as coordinates of the problem an 

instrumental conception of technology as an 

extension of the hand, subject to our will. This 

historical product is not at all self-evident, precisely 

because we make technology as much as it makes 

us. We need to radically change this instrumental 

and utilitarian conception of technology, which 

leads to what I call “technosadism”: all these tests 

carried out on ChatGPT to show how stupid the 

tool is remind me of this video from Boston 

Dynamics where we see an engineer hitting a 

“cyberdog,” a robot produced by the company, to 

see the robot, thrown off balance, start walking 

again. Technosadism describes this insistence on 

the stupidity of the machine in order to convince 

us, by comparison, of our own intelligence. Turing 

was already aware of this risk of sadism, of the risk 

of setting oneself up as a model, by virtue of this 



relationship between knowledge and power. The 

Turing test circumvents technosadism precisely by 

refusing to say who is human and who is not. 

 

However, to fully understand that not everything 

about technology is technological, and that the 

emotions we project also explain part of what we 

are now facing, we should perhaps mention the 

Counterfeits series, a collection of pieces that take 

famous paintings as their starting point and distort 

them. Despite the distorting effect of AI on these 

works, they remain entirely recognizable. What is at 

stake in this work? 

It’s a project that dates back a while, created with 

the first prompt systems, on the issues of mimesis 

and family resemblance. I chose the fifty most 

famous works in Western history from a website, 

then fed the images into an AI that described them 

in text form: this was an initial translation of the 

image into words. I then turned this text into a 

prompt, which I fed into another AI to produce a 

new image. Surprisingly, this final image bears a 

resemblance to the first one. What is resemblance? 

It incorporates differences, otherwise it is no longer 

resemblance but copy, identical repetition. 

Resemblance is both difference and repetition. 

These similarities between images strongly suggest 

that artificial intelligence, or statistical induction 

systems, are based on human culture. The family 

resemblance between the images at the input and 

output of the process is linked to the fact that the 

translation operation is based on a dataset 

containing the common heritage of the human 

species and the data it has accumulated. We are not 

discussing with the machine, but with a latent 

space made up of transformed human cultures. 

Through this intermediary, the past can continue 

into the present and the future.

The concept of “tra(ns)duction,” which I inherited 

from Simondon, works perfectly here: once we have 

digitized everything—texts, images, volumes—and 

translated everything into 0s and 1s, then all digital 

productions will retain a family resemblance, since 

we can translate everything into everything else. I 

think that culture and art will be immersed in this 

immense family resemblance in the years to come. 

This is a major challenge for the artists of the 

future: navigating this generalized family 

resemblance, transformed into statistics, in which 

data can be anticipated. All tra(ns)duction systems, 

which therefore point to translation, will be future 

images of culture as it has been. This is something 

that follows on from pop art and offers a form of 

aesthetics that is perhaps the only one capable of 

doing justice to the three decades during which we 

have archived personal data to the point of 

transforming the very notion of history and the very 

possibility of creating history in view of the 

quantity of data we have, which exceeds our 

capacity for comprehension and analysis. 

 

Underlying this is the question of style. To be 

enthralled when an image-generating AI, such as 

OpenAI’s DALL-E or the tools offered by 

Midjourney, is capable of creating a representation 

of “Saturn’s aliens in the style of Rembrandt” is to 

disconnect the style of an artist, Rembrandt, from 

the objects depicted, in this case aliens. Yet this style 

does not exist in abstracto; it only ever manifests 

itself embodied in subjects, painted and 

represented in paintings. Does our use of artificial 

intelligence rely heavily on our ignorance or 

misunderstanding of art history? 

I would like to qualify that. When experts discuss 

whether to attribute a new work to Rembrandt, 

they must clearly distinguish the painter’s style 

from his subject! Ultimately, prompting raises 

questions similar to those of attribution. I am 

appalled by the naivety of the very popular 



productions obtained with tools such as 

Midjourney, by their recognizable style, their lack of 

thought... Attributing a style is the simplest degree 

of resemblance: basically, to make a tree in the style 

of Rembrandt, you combine two parameters from 

the latent space, the “Rembrandt style” parameter 

and the vector figure of the tree. There are so many 

better things to do... We can create unique things 

that are not just repetitions, provided we know how 

to move within latent space, and we lack the 

experimentation to learn this and move beyond an 

instrumental view of technology. 

Writing a prompt and finding a resemblance 

between the image produced and the text is not 

surprising! In Contrefaits, on the contrary, the result 

surprised me deeply! The Midjourney tools used as 

you describe them are not interesting at all; they 

simply fulfill a telepathic ambition: we want the 

machine to be able to read what is going on in our 

heads and nothing more; above all, we don’t want 

to be surprised. The exploration of latent space is 

the opposite of the experimental vision that seeks 

to dominate technology, making it faithful to what 

we want from it rather than experimenting with it. 

This concept seems extremely dangerous to me, 

and ultimately quite similar to the domineering 

relationship we have with the environment, which 

is causing global warming. 

 

Does this mean that one of the possible futures for 

AI would be “disinvention”? Given the impact these 

technologies have on rare metal resources and their 

excessive energy consumption, should we abandon 

everything, since training neural networks and 

storing the data necessary for this training are no 

longer sustainable activities?

Does this mean that one possible future for AI 

could be “disinvention”? Given the impact these 

technologies have on rare metal resources and their 

excessive energy consumption, will we have to 

abandon everything, as training neural networks 

and storing the data needed for this training are no 

longer sustainable activities? 

I do not believe in a concerted decision to suspend 

an activity when it could be continued, simply on 

the grounds that this activity is unreasonable. This 

would require international institutions to enable 

coordination—something we lack today. On the 

other hand, the idea that in the next five to ten 

years, the components and materials that enable us 

to calculate and perform large-scale training on 

neural networks will become very scarce or even 

unavailable is correct. This risks leading to a 

capitalist concentration of resources and graphics 

cards that enable mass calculation at the vector 

class level. Nevertheless, we must also consider the 

type of use we make of artificial intelligence: the 

majority of climate scenarios synthesized in IPCC 

reports use statistical induction. In other words, we 

know the state of our planet because there are 

recursive neural networks to calculate it. If we need 

these technologies, it is not to maintain gadgets like 

DALL-E, but rather to calculate climate scenarios 

and allocate resources. 

 

What role does prompting—knowing how to 

formulate requests to an AI—play in our 

manipulation of AI? This method is the subject of 

much debate, particularly around the possible ban 

of ChatGPT in certain universities. For proponents 

of this technology, prompting should be learned as 

a skill rather than banning ChatGPT and the most 

powerful algorithms based on neural networks. 

What is there to learn? 

I am totally opposed to the ban, which I think is a 

complete mistake. Latent space is going to become 

one of the major concepts from a cultural point of 

view. It is an abstract space, very difficult to grasp, 

especially since attempts at visualization currently 



seem ineffective to me. Prompting, on the other 

hand, is a satisfactory tool we have at our disposal 

to explore latent space, a synthetic space of human 

culture. We need to spend time in the company of 

this space: it cannot be grasped in thirty seconds, 

any more than AI can be commanded in the blink 

of an eye. In any case, there is no question of 

command here; we must move away from this 

relationship of domination in favor of a relationship 

of experimentation. Action must become an 

experience, a sensation. Acting leads to experience 

and to going beyond what we intended. To 

summarize all this, I propose alienating and 

alienating ourselves to AI: by teaching something to 

AI, we change it; and in the process of experiencing 

it, we also change ourselves. I even propose to speak 

of infra-alienation, in the same way that Marcel 

Duchamp spoke of infra-thin. This process of 

double influence particularly struck me in the 

spring of 2020, while writing Internes: to my 

knowledge, the first novel in French co-written with 

an AI—GPT2, at the time. The writing was assisted 

by completion software, thanks to which the neural 

network finished the sentences I started. Sometimes 

I witnessed incredible literary feats. The network 

learned from what I wrote; I myself, having begun 

to better understand what the AI was going to 

suggest to me, anticipated it. At a certain point, I no 

longer knew who had written what. The result of 

this experiment is a hybrid production, by an 

author who is a transformed human and a 

transformed machine, who have mutually alienated 

each other in this process of infra-alienation. It 

seems to me that higher education should rush 

down this open path, to honor a true policy of 

artificial intelligence authors. A tidal wave is 

threatening to sweep us away if we do not 

understand that we need to rebuild our relationship 

with the world and with culture. We will need to 

train authors who are capable of navigating the 

latent space in a unique way, while remaining 

authors. We are still a long way from achieving this.





Carpentier, Laurent. 
“Arts : l’autre 
Terre de Grégory 
Chatonsky au 
Palais de Tokyo.” 
Le Monde, 27 juin 
2019. https://www.
lemonde.fr/culture/
article/2019/06/27/
arts-l-autre-terre-
de-gregory-chaton-
sky-au-palais-de-to-
kyo_5482045_3246.
html.



In the group exhibition “alt + R, Alternative Reality,” 

the artist presents a disturbing installation, “Terre 

seconde” (Second Earth), centered on artificial 

intelligence. 

 

“Artificial intelligence is first and foremost artificial 

imagination. The development of a new imaginary 

world. Which is also a source of anxiety. Something 

we will have to live with.” At the Palais de Tokyo, as 

part of the collective exhibition “alt + R, Alternative 

Reality,” artist Grégory Chatonsky presents a 

disturbing installation, Terre seconde. Artificial 

intelligence is tasked with creating another planet 

based on our own: “A monument to the Earth that 

has disappeared, to our hypermnesic civilization. 

All that would remain would be a machine that has 

all the Internet data and tries to remember 

everything we have been.” 

 

The principle has been known since 2015: take two 

artificial neural networks and pit them against each 

other. On one side, the forger. On the other, the 

expert. Each time the expert defeats the forger, the 

latter improves, moving away from what already 

exists to create a more original work. This is called 

a GAN (Generative Adversarial Network). Grégory 

Chatonsky first fed satellite images into an artificial 

intelligence system. The result: a glimpse of a Earth 

that is “neither quite the same nor quite another,” as 

a Paul Verlaine-loving bot might say. 

 

“Realistic images, but not real. And realism without 

reality is at the heart of what art does. Yet it is the 

machine that produces all this. It doesn’t know why. 

It doesn’t even really know if it’s a machine...,“ jokes 

this apprentice demiurge. But our enthusiast doesn’t 

stop there: ”After teaching it how to make minerals, 

I thought it needed to know how to make liquids.” 

This time, the machine will work from video 

sequences stored on the Internet. 

 

The lithosphere, the hydrosphere... And of course 

the biosphere: alternative living organisms, obtained 

from the ImageNet database (three million photos), 

deliver the beginnings of a strange world on 

another screen. 

And to complete this story of another humanity, a 

3D printer creates in real time (“throughout the 

exhibition and until the space is saturated”) statues 

of these beings. And to complete this story of 

another humanity, a 3D printer creates in real time 

(“throughout the exhibition and until the space is 

saturated”) statues of these hybrid beings, like 

fossils of the future. 

 

“In concrete terms, the ambition is to recount the 

era, the smell of the era, which some call the 

Anthropocene and which I prefer to call extinction. 

Because that’s what it’s all about. We all know we’re 

going to disappear,” analyzes this artist-researcher at 

the École Normale Supérieure. “We think of 

ourselves as the heirs of the Greeks, but we are 

Egyptians—the civilization that never stopped 

anticipating its own demise. That’s the whole story 

of the pyramids. And the GAFA companies are our 

pyramids. In ten years, there will be more profiles 

of dead people than living people on Facebook. “ 

 

Grégory Chatonsky was 14 years old in 1985 when 

he visited the exhibition “Les Immatériaux” at 

Beaubourg, which, under the aegis of philosopher 

Jean-François Lyotard, introduced the issue of 

technology into art. It was a turning point. “I said to 

myself: I want to do that.” He studied fine arts at 

Quai Malaquais and philosophy at the Sorbonne. 

“Philosophy was a way of going over to the enemy,” 

he jokes. “Philosophers are the ones who control 

language; for an artist, they’re the opposition.” 

 

At the Beaux-Arts in 1999-2000, this “digital native” 



was part of the first generation to work on the 

Internet with his friends from the Incident.net 

group. “Very early on, I understood that the web 

was not just a tool, but that an entire society was 

being created. It’s a cliché to say that today, but at 

the time, people looked at us askance.” “ Appointed 

professor at the Fresnoy school, he ended up 

moving to Montreal for ten years (he now has dual 

nationality), where he teaches at the university’s art 

school—one of the world’s most renowned centers 

for artificial intelligence. 

 

He thinks quickly. Nietzsche, Beckett, Guyotat: he 

covers a lot of ground... But we are concerned about 

such a bleak vision of the future. How can we have 

children with such a philosophy? “We only have 

children because we know we are going to 

disappear...,” he replies. What I am trying to 

produce is an alternative to the dominant model 

that is not a utopia of healing either. Many 

intellectuals would like to see a quest for solutions 

in the face of this extinction. For me, the solution 

lies in accepting that we, as a species, may 

disappear. Just as, on an individual level, we know 

that we begin to live when we accept our own 

demise.” 

 

In the middle of the installation presented at the 

Palais de Tokyo, a unit with a human voice, 

alternating between male and female, recounts the 

dreams that pass through it in a loop. The dreams 

of this artificial intelligence are fed by tens of 

thousands of dreams collected in the dream bank 

of the University of California. “... Protection is a 

strawberry car. I start going to the bathroom. I’m in 

a room. I have a big plane condition...” Help, 

someone wake me up!
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So-called “artificial intelligences” (AI) represent less 

the replacement of human faculties than the 

emergence of a new category of memory recursively 

generating discourse, images, and sounds that can 

resemble both “creations” and “authentic” 

documents. This automation of expression and 

representation based on massive data accumulated 

on the Web explains why the question of the arts, 

far from being anecdotal, has become 

consubstantial with current statistical models. We 

can perceive in it the emergence of a new realism 

that destabilizes both archives of the past and 

perspectives of the future. The counterfactual 

nature of this alien realism disturbs what we 

previously based truth indicators on.

Retentions, Protentions, Distentions

According to Bernard Stiegler, different retentions 

are ways of memory that allow reiteration, recall, 

repetition. Primary retention is the immediacy of 

intuition or perception, such as the perception of a 

musical note. Secondary retention is the 

temporalization (of understanding) that compares, 

anticipates, and recalls different events, for example 

notes that, in succession, form a musical melody. 

Tertiary retention is the inscription on a material 

support of these events allowing their technical 

repetition, for example on a disc where the melody 

is recorded.

Technical developments in recent decades have 

enabled the development of what can be 

considered quaternary retentions. These result, on 

one hand, from the multiplication of tertiary 

retentions bearing not so much on parts of the 

world (a printed text, a photographed object, a 

recorded concert) as on the gestures and attentional 

habits that underlie our primary retentions (what I 

click on or swipe, correlations between my digital 

gestures and those of other users, the time I spend 

on such and such content, etc.). Quaternary 

retentions result, on the other hand, from the ability 

to process these (meta)data in very large numbers 

(big data) through computation processes based on 

“statistical induction,” that is, on a dynamic and 

bidirectional interaction between structuring 

processing instructions (from above) a set of data 

and proximity attractions observed (from below) 

between data aggregates.

Quaternary retentions form a fourth memory 

consisting of the statistical processing of tertiary 

retentions by so-called “artificial intelligences.” This 

processing no longer aims at identical recall of 

what has been. The fourth memory feeds on the 

past of retentions to possibilize them in its latent 

space and to be able to regenerate them: it is not 

the same indexical retentions that come back again 

and again, but rather resembling retentions. It is 

resemblance itself, understood as mimetic 

representation, that is automated, marking a new 

stage in the complex process of industrialization.

Indeed, AI is fed by large data sets that allow it to 

calculate a latent space, which defines probabilities 

according to a Bayesian logic that constitutes a 

statistical space structured by observable 

proximities and attractions within a data set. 

Without going into details, developed in Anna 

Longo’s remarkable work, “The Game of Induction,” 

it should be noted that if the images generated with 

the help of neural networks are credible and 

realistic, it is not only that they contain probabilities 

drawn from many past images that have been 



accumulated in barely thirty years on the Web 

(whose preparatory function was undoubtedly like 

extractivist drilling and storage in our memories), 

but also that they potentially contain all images to 

come. And that is why they can be both different 

and realistic. Realism then becomes the credible 

anticipation in an inductive space of a possible 

image.

Can we still speak of memory, retention, archive, 

history? Secondary and tertiary retentions, as 

memorization of perceptions and as action of 

keeping to oneself what should be disseminated, 

are not strictly speaking outdated, but they find 

themselves surpassed by the dynamics specific to 

quaternary retentions. These capture, forge and 

shape the future by operating an automated loop of 

the future on the presence of the past – in a mix 

that could be considered pretention (to be 

understood as a leapfrog from retentions to 

protentions). A significant inversion occurs indeed 

in many cases: circulation seems to precede what is 

retained because this circulation depends on 

externalization in datacenters, whose commercial 

infrastructural presuppositions determine what 

there is to retain and the constitution of retentions. 

By providing social networks with what they are 

made for, we produce our memories by adapting 

them.

This pretentional dynamic that structures our 

behaviors through an instantaneous back-and-forth 

between retentions (what is kept from the past) and 

protentions (what projects us toward a preformed 

future) is undergoing a major, epochal 

transformation. We propose the notion of distention 

to designate the epoch that opens with the 

possibilization of retentions processed by AI. This 

involves not only increasing the volume or surface 

of a body by subjecting it to very strong tension, 

but also relaxing the bonds that tighten a whole or 

that unite several things. Distention is an extension 

because from tertiary retentions, it multiplies even 

more the number of documents by creating a 

retention of retentions, an attention to attention, a 

memory of memory, in an inflation of metadata 

bearing on data.

The change of name from Google to Alphabet and 

from Facebook to Meta is to be read as a symptom 

of this meta-ization catalyzed by quaternary 

pretentions. Distention is a genetically recursive 

retention, so that it is not, like classical Stieglerian 

retention, the repetition of an event: it is the 

repetition of pretention coupled with itself, the 

automation of its self-producing loop. This singular 

repetition allows us to understand how mimetic 

resemblance is repeated and automated as such.

Traversing the Disfactuality of Latent Space

An example: in August 2023, a producer based in 

Nancy, Lnkhey, published on SoundCloud and 

YouTube a remix where Angèle’s cloned voice, 

thanks to the open-source software Retrieval-based-

Voice-Conversion, sings a song she never 

performed. Several million people listened to it. 

Angèle reacted on TikTok: “I don’t know what to 

think about artificial intelligence, I find it’s insane, 

but at the same time I’m scared for my job lol.” In 

this video, she lip-syncs this remix then makes an 

amused face, as if struck by vertigo facing this 

resembling voice that isn’t hers.



Another example: a Lumière brothers film upscaled 

to 3840×2160 pixels resolution and 60 frames per 

second. The film hasn’t been “restored,” because it’s 

not about returning the film to its original state, but 

rather an “instauration” because elements originally 

absent have been added. The effect is striking: the 

film no longer has the realism of 1895, but the grain 

of a video shot in 1971 with a Sony Portapak. 

Completion, meaning the act of completing a 

historical document in order to repair it, leads to an 

anachronistic realism that modifies the nature of 

the archive, which is no longer determined by an 

origin. Completion invents a historicity that doesn’t 

exist at the origin, because it has been fed by 

images taken between 1895 and today. The result 

doesn’t emanate from the most faithful possible 

retention of data to capture in 1895, but from a 

modulatable mix of given and statistically probable, 

determined by the dataset’s latent space.

Realism changes nature and becomes disfactual, the 

prefix “dis-” here signifying separation, difference, 

cessation, or defect within the factual itself, that is, 

within facts. This disfactuality ultimately touches on 

facticity, meaning the contingency of the correlation 

between thought and the facts it aims at. The 

images are factitious, but this facticity comes to 

affect reality as a whole, and that’s why it is 

disfactual: it dislocates something from within. In 

doing so, it corrodes the factuality on which our 

confidence in our power to exercise a certain 

mastery over the world is based.

With artificial intelligences, what we retain, what 

we process, what we metabolize, are all past forms 

of tertiary retentions once they have been massively 

digitized in binary form and thereby made 

intercompatible, processable, translatable. This 

period can be associated with Big Data, as a project 

of digitizing culture, and Web 2.0, as everyone’s 

participation in this memorization. This period was 

in fact only a preparatory act for statistical 

induction. We may be seeing the emergence of a 

new form of realism, a realism of realism, which 

would allow better understanding of the 

multiplication of alternative and counterfactual 

truths than the simple promise of a demarcation, 

increasingly difficult to maintain, between truth 

and fiction.

This new metabolization can be analyzed in six 

stages: 1) quaternary retentions (which record our 

attentional gestures, our interpretive reactions, our 

creative re-elaborations) find themselves 2) 

accumulated in enormous databases, to be 3) sorted, 

calculated, associated, approximated by an 

unprecedented power of computation based on 

statistical induction, from which 4) latent spaces 

emerge, from which 5) a fourth memory generates 

pretentions 6) in the form of aesthetic objects (a 

new Angèle song) that are neither “real” recordings 

nor “real” creations, but unprecedented entities 

– which we struggle to qualify (models, proxies, 

synthetic products, deep fakes, proofs of concept?).

The Alienation of Credibility

The latent space is our new cultural space, whose 

products are disfactual. Angèle’s song existed before 

it really existed. It existed as a statistic or, depending 

on the case, a possibility. It had to be born into 

reality through this cover of covers. This is the 

ontological significance of the already quoted post: 

“When Angèle’s AI on Saiyan finally becomes 

reality,” where the “AI’s” that separates and connects 



AI to Angèle expresses this preterition of the 

cultural latent. Everything exists before existing. 

There is, in this strange disfactual anticipation, a 

new complicit pact with the public. It’s Kaaris 

amusing himself with his own AI, and this is by no 

means the property of a fantasmatic replacement: 

it’s the distance from oneself, a well-known 

strangeness of modernity, a shift in our apparatus. 

Thanks to the accumulation of the past through 

material supports of tertiary memories, we produce 

something that had never taken place, but which 

strangely resembles everything that could take 

place: Kaaris singing Inspector Gadget or a Disney 

anime. This possible already has its form of reality, 

but all the cultural intelligence of our era lies in this 

shared amusement between singers and their 

audiences, in this new repetition where we 

interpret this possible not-yet-effectuated but which 

nevertheless has already taken place at such point 

in latent space.

If, until now, our culture and its sharing were 

determined by tertiary memories, fruits of the 

industrial period, we are surely entering a new 

epoch with quaternary memories where the 

aesthetic contract could be that of alienation: we 

reproduce machines that reproduce us. The latent 

space becomes a space of possibilities that contains 

the past, but also, undoubtedly, a part of the future 

and the incalculable. For one could well, for 

example, take a photograph with any device and 

send it to an AI to verify that it already exists and 

find it, retrieve it. It’s no longer just about 

digitization that makes discrete in the form of 0s 

and 1s (by cutting them through sampling) 

variations that can be recombined at will (as 

synthetic products). It’s now about statistical 

pretentions, which distend our protentions by 

informing what doesn’t yet exist according to the 

thirst for commercial profits of platforms exploiting 

their privileged access to the economy of our 

attentions.

This very particular realism – disfactual – emerges 

from a fourth memory that belongs to both the 

spectator’s past and the future of instituted images. 

It is not simply another result of causality: it enters 

a possible onto a given, while at the same time 

haunting the second with the first, undermining the 

foundations of our indexical belief (if I hear 

Angèle’s voice, it must be that Angèle sang). It is 

therefore essential to place what might appear as a 

simple technological innovation – with its litany of 

novelties, passing from GAN, Clip, Disco Diffusion, 

Zoetrope to Dall-E 2, Imagen, Parti, etc. – in the 

general context of an uncertainty towards factuality 

where, according to certain surveys, 40% of 18-24 

year olds in the United States say they think the 

Earth is flat. This latency should of course be linked 

to conspiracy theories, fake news, to this strange 

expressive democratization of opinion where 

everything thinkable seems to have to be thought 

by someone, and where everyone seems to think 

only to react to what they believe the other thinks 

in an endless Bayesian anticipation.

From Disfactual Possible to Counterfactual Realism

We still have to orient ourselves in this culture of 

latent space and in the paradoxical emotion that 

seizes us when we listen to, and listen again to, 

Angèle’s voice, then return to the AI’s voice, going 

back and forth between the two, unable to decide 

on our emotion and the world that thus traverses 

us. It’s a new realism and a new historicity whose 

new structures are emerging – alienating not so 



much our identities as the very credibility of our 

cultural world.

Faced with the omnipresent and stifling refrains of 

replacement by AI, Angèle and her audience are 

playing a different game than that of horrified 

lamentation. The feelings are mixed. There is 

undoubtedly some fear, some amazement. But there 

is above all amusement in the infinite game of 

simulacra and resemblances – another name for 

culture – which neither the technocritical pastors 

nor the humanist priests will ever have understood. 

AI is not thought of in advance, as if it were enough 

to reflect on it correctly to fix the way it must be 

reformed, framed, put into legislation or into a pipe, 

with an input and an output, branches, a whole 

logistics that is finally a logos and that will always 

be one step behind. AIs – to be read here as our 

Alienated Intelligences – are experimented with: we 

alienate them and they alienate us. In this case, they 

have indeed learned to sing like Angèle and the 

latter has somehow responded to them by covering 

“their” common song (confounding the high priests 

of copyright in the process). We have been the 

secret witnesses of this seismic echo. We can be the 

explorers and agents (more or less secret) of 

experimental alienations.

After the apogee of hypermnetic accumulation of 

memory supports through their digitization and 

recording in data centers – the ultimate stage of 

Benjaminian reproducibility – our era 

industrializes, with AI, resemblance itself through 

the possible. This is undoubtedly the reason why AI 

– these questions that traverse and upset so many 

domains of human activity – has so frequently been 

approached in the media and with the general 

public through “the question of art.” The latter 

indeed symbolically concentrates in modernity the 

proper of humanity, as well as the mystery of its 

interiority which, we know, was the trial of a 

construction of subjectivity in the West, going as far 

as the will to power and nihilism.

In another TikTok post, one can read “The loop is 

looped.” It’s not just that we’re teaching AI to create 

images, texts, and sounds that resemble us: it’s that 

we resemble them and that, compared to 

reactionary discourses, we desire nothing other 

than to actively alienate ourselves. We believe 

neither in making AI readable through code 

transparency, nor in the act of cutting off and 

separating ourselves from these flows to regain an 

imaginary autonomy and fantasized sovereignty. We 

want to experiment with the fact that what we 

believe exists is also a product of technique and its 

paradoxical reproduction. We are its reprise. By 

metabolizing the entire history of our memory 

supports, AIs, understood as “our” Alienated 

Intelligences – and this very problematic “our” 

undoubtedly deserves to split humans into 

dominant and dominated, into white and non-

white – are in the process of constituting a new 

memory, where past and future are no longer 

chronological, but seem to respond to each other by 

exchanging their roles.

Here it is Brian Massumi’s prophetic ruminations 

on the differences between the possible, the 

probable, the virtual, and the potential that must be 

remobilized to take the measure of what is 

happening to us. Statistical induction plays with a 

possible (partially) mastered by probabilities. The 

song-that-Angèle-has-not-sung mobilizes the 

probable to realize other possibles. Its disfactuality 

fits perfectly, however, into the protentions of 



dominant aesthetics (if not into that of a music 

business making hypocritical homage to the 

sacrosanct “copyright”). Only experimentation 

– always vertiginous – with our alienations can 

hope to draw from the simple disfactual the 

potential for transformation inherent in 

counterfactuality. The challenge of images, sounds, 

and texts in the age of generative AI is not so much 

to be “original,” “new,” “true,” “innovative” or 

“beautiful” (all terms and values that have aged 

badly in just a few years). It is rather to be 

counterfactual: to survey (artisanally) the latent 

space to (automatically) manifest credible retentions 

of non-occurred realities because they are contrary 

to the facts of established dominations.

To embody latent aspirations towards facts 

contradicting the protentions of the reigning order: 

isn’t this what was called “revolution” during the 

last century? To take up a distinction that Pierre-

Damien Huygue insists on today, the experimental, 

non-instrumental, “artistic” uses of generative AI are 

not so much about political action (prattein) as 

about artistic-artisanal making (poïein). Not so 

much “making revolution” (in the sense of acting 

for a revolution to come about) as fabricating 

counterfactual objects that make visible, audible, 

thinkable with the force of realism what counter-

worlds our societies carry within them. That deep 

fakes make us fear a world of “post-truth” – political 

pendant to the economic fantasy of human 

replacement by machine – certainly testifies to a 

very real problem: it is essential to be able to 

preserve a certain social relationship of trust 

towards our access to factuality. No information 

possible without credibility. But our anxieties and 

our anti-conspiracist crusades testify just as much 

to the inability of progressive forces to understand 

the political potential of counterfactual realism – at 

a time when reactionary forces shamelessly exploit 

the mechanisms of disfactual irrealism. Though 

often idle, our debates on AI will not have been in 

vain if they help us identify – and invest in – this 

(not so) new terrain of struggles.
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