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This chapter investigates new forms of conceptual experimentation with so-called
"artificial intelligence” in visual art and literary fiction. Drawing on theories of
generative art and delegated art, we propose the term "delegated digital creativity”
to describe art and literature that explicitly delegate part of the conception as well
as realization of a given work to "Al" models. In visual art, this chapter examines
"TECH-iNK" paintings by Victor Wong — ink-and-wash landscapes executed by
a machine programmed by the artist. In literature, the chapter discusses a sci-
ence-fiction novella by Chen Qiufan in which the authorship of some passages
is assigned to a machine-learning model. By placing these case studies within the
history of avant-garde experimentation, this chapter shows how the adoption of
such technologies, as it occurs in these works, foregrounds the issue of control
and deception while it establishes complex relations of continuity and innovation
with tradition.
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1. Introduction

This chapter addresses the theme of change and continuity in twenty-first-cen-
tury Chinese culture by discussing a fictional narrative and a body of paintings
that experiment with "artificial intelligence” (Al), deriving our understanding of
this concept mainly from Mitchell (2019). While the short story and the paintings
both claim for themselves an aura of novelty by showcasing the adoption of a
technology that has become synonymous with innovation and futurity, the anal-
ysis in this chapter focuses on the links that these works and their creators estab-
lish with tradition — whether pre-modern, modern, or avant-garde. The chapter
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draws on theories and examples of generative art and participatory art to analyze
these works of fiction and visual art as representative of a trend in contemporary
intellectual history and theorizes such a trend by introducing the new concept of
"delegated digital creativity.”

In order to do so, this chapter cautiously accepts the working premise that the
technology employed in the creation of these works displays a degree of autono-
mous creative subjectivity. We work with such a premise while remaining aware
that the capabilities of available Al systems are frequently exaggerated and even
falsified for the sake of marketing hype (Kaltheuner 2021; Reben 2021) as well as
to conceal the human labor that is essential to sustaining said systems (Alten-
ried 2020; Crawford 2021, 63-64; Stephens 2023). Following the scholar and artist
Joanna Zylinska (2020, 35), one may describe these works as "prefigurative Al art”.
As Zylinska writes, "even if the current technology only allows us to call present-
day creations ‘prefigurative Al art’ — because [...] no one seriously believes that
‘proper Al' is going to happen any time soon [...] — something is already happen-
ing” (ibid., emphasis in the original). Since theorizing such phenomenon entails
historicizing it, this chapter will contribute to our understanding of the realities
and imaginaries of technology in China beyond an ahistorical and Orientalist
"Sinofuturism” (Conn and De Seta 2021; De Seta 2021). Through the theoriza-
tion of those case studies as "delegated digital creativity,” the chapter dispels any
aura of "Sinofuturism” that may surround them and places them instead within
contemporary intellectual history, highlighting elements of continuity as well as
change in relation to the intellectual, societal and political context of the cultural
trend they represent.

The first case of delegated digital creativity examined in this chapter consists of
ink-and-wash landscape paintings created by the Hong Kong-based artist Victor
Wong (#%1#), such as the series entitled Escapism (i%& Yi, 2018), Seven Scholars (
LB+ Qi xianshi, 2019), and Far Side of the Moon (A ¥k 1 Yueqiu beimian, 2019)
(3812 Gallery 2019a). The robotic arm that produced these "TECH-iNK paintings”
on rice paper was guided by an electronic brain programmed by Wong, who
named his machine, "Al Gemini”. Wong describes this machine's brain as "ar-
tificial intelligence” and claims it has the ability to design a three-dimensional
landscape, choose an angle from which to "view" it, and execute the painting in a
way that he cannot either predict or control (Chitralekha 2019; Zhang 2019). Wong
also claims to have programmed Al Gemini to simulate emotions that it channels
into painting (SSAM 2019). While traditional "freehand,” or "sketching the idea”
(%= xieyi) art inspires the style of the images in the above-mentioned series,
AT Gemini's landscapes — as Wong himself admits (3812 Gallery 2019b) — could
not be mistaken for the creation of a human xieyi master due to the unorthodox
brushwork, among many other things.
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A science fiction novella by Shanghai-based writer Chen Qiufan (B, alias
Stanley Chan), represents our second case study of delegated digital creativity.
Entitled State of Trance (i} &k #& Chushen zhuangtai), it was published in the
literary journal Fiction World (/N #*+ Xiaoshuo jie) in 2018 and also appears in
Chen's anthology Alienation Engine (45| % Yihua yinqing, 2020). The story, set
in a post-apocalyptic future, follows the journey of the main protagonist — a "you”
who has forgotten her own name — walking from her home to the main branch of
the Shanghai Library to return a book. Toward the end of the story, the protagonist,
now in front of the library, finds herself near a "famous bronze statue” — presum-
ably, the cast of The Thinker (Le Penseur, 1904) by Auguste Rodin that sits outside
the entrance of that building in the real Shanghai — and the sculpture starts talking
to her. The surrealistic words spoken — and later, sung — by the statue are print in
a different typeface (namely, ##% kaiti instead of K #¥ songti) and bear an asterisk.
A note at the end of the story explains: "The parts in kaiti and marked with * were
created by an Al program through a process of deep learning of the author's style
and were not edited by a human being” (Chen 2018a, 131; Chen 2020, 160).!

While later sections in this chapter will explore these case studies in depth, it is
worth mentioning here two characteristics shared by both works. First of all, both
Wong's paintings and Chen's short story experiment with “artificial intelligence”
in a way that — to borrow words used to describe the "programmed machines” of
contemporary artist Maurizio Bolognini — highlights "the renunciation of control,
the irruption of randomness, the reduction of the [hnuman] subject’s role to a resid-
ual possibility of choice.”> Whether trained in the author's own style, or inspired by
the masters of ink painting, both examples foreground the decision by the author
and the artist to surrender creative control to the machine.

A second preliminary observation on both Wong's TECH-iNK paintings and
Chen's State of Trance is that neither work attempts to disguise the product of com-
puter algorithms to resemble an unassisted human creation. In the case of digital
images, computer scientists working with a type of machine-learning framework
known as generative adversarial networks (GAN) have been training computers
to come up with new images that are meant to resemble the work of one or more
artists. Researchers at Princeton University recently reported, for example, the de-
velopment of a GAN model trained on a dataset of “traditional Chinese landscape
paintings” that generates new pictures in the same style (Xue 2021). One of the
stated goals of their research consists in generating images that can pass a “visual
Turing test,” i.e., make human viewers mistake these computer-generated images

All translations from Chinese are by the authors unless otherwise indicated. Josh Stenberg’s
English translation of State of Trance (i.e., Chen 2020) was consulted.

2 Words attributed to the philosopher Mario Costa in Riva (1996). See also Costa (2005) on
Bolognini's art.
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for human artworks; in the case of the model described in Xue (2021), the reported
success rate of this test was 55 percent (Xue 2021, 8; on the Turing test and Al, see
also further in this chapter). According to Zylinska, most of what currently goes
under the label of "Al art” actually consists of such "Al imitation work” or “style
transfer” — that is, in her view, “pure mimicry: a belaboured resemblance which
is also a masquerade” (Zylinska 2020, 50). One may argue that research into such
emulative machine-learning models such as Xue (2021) tends to efface the role that
humanistic expertise and curatorial decisions play in their development - likely
in order to emphasize technological innovation — while flattening the complex
and diverse selection of artworks utilized in the process into the technocratic
concept of "dataset.”

As to the written word, the note at the end of State of Trance implies that the
author of the story had trained the algorithm that generated the statue’s words so
that they would resemble his own writing. The result, however, hardly resembles
anything published by Chen Qiufan - just as AI Gemini's paintings have little
in common with the work of xieyi masters. Chen's novella itself pokes fun at the
nonsensical verbiage uttered by the bronze statue when the protagonist reacts
to its first statements with a baffled: "What?” According to Murray Shanahan, a
senior scientist at Google's Al research laboratory DeepMind, when it comes to
literature "even the best language models today still write things that don't really
make sense — the more words they generate, the less [they] make sense” — and it
will take a long while before one such model manages to produce a coherent work
of literary fiction.? In the case of State of Trance, this technical limit constitutes
no obstacle to the experiment because what the author foregrounds is the very
usage of machine learning to put words in the mouth of an otherwise-lifeless
statue — that is, the (delegated) creative process itself, rather than the meaning
of those words.

The following sections of this chapter will show how the contribution of these
creative works to an avant-garde reflection on the concept of artistic creativity
emerges in contrast to the above-described "imitation work” and to the "banal
deception” (Natale 2021, 31) of the media created with the goal of winning Turing'’s
"Imitation game.” Before we analyze Victor Wong and Chen Qiufan’'s works in
the second part of the chapter, however, we propose ways of placing such exper-
iments with machine learning within contemporary cultural history by defining
"delegated digital creativity.”

3 From Shanahan’s answer to a question posed by the authors during Shanahan (2022).
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From computer art to delegated digital creativity

In the 1990 essay, Computer Art as Conceptual Art, artist and art critic Christine
Tamblyn contrasted creative modes that emulate “conventional formats of aes-
thetic expression” with computer artists who “extend the purview of Concep-
tual art” (Tamblyn 1990, 253). Tamblyn observed how computers are "designed
to augment mental processes, as opposed to being visual or manual aids” and
traced the lineage of computer art to the work of Marcel Duchamp, to the avant-
gardist dematerialization of art, and to Joseph Kosuth's idea that being an artist
entails questioning the very nature of art (ibid.). In that essay Tamblyn discussed
a work of interactive computer art, viz. the installation MARGO (1980) by Sara
Roberts, highlighting the work’s ability to construct “a maternal relationship with
the viewers” while displaying "affective capacity” (Tamblyn 1990, 254). Later sec-
tions of this chapter will return to the issue of the simulated affective capacity of
Al when discussing “simulated emotion” in TECH-iNK paintings. The issues of
power and control, which Tamblyn identified in her essay alongside that of con-
ceptual experimentation, become crucial to examine the theory and practice of
computer-assisted generative art.

Definitions of generative art vary according to one's focus on the media, meth-
odologies, or approaches employed, as the concept can encompass “systems art,
interactive art, algorithmic art, software art, artificial life art, evolutionary art,”
and so forth (McCormack 2014, 135). Crucially, what makes art "generative” is the
foregrounding of the process by which it is made, and "this process is required
to have a degree of autonomy and independence from the artist who defines it"
(ibid.; Galanter 2003, 4). On a conceptual level, generative art raises the question
of what kind of abilities and experiences a computer (or any entity, in fact) needs
before it can be considered an artist in its own right.

The avant-garde research of generative art hence revolves around the meaning
of agency and creativity (Boden and Edmonds 2009, 40). Philip Galanter, whose
writings on generative art are often cited in Sinophone scholarship on the subject
(e.g., Guo 2012; Wang and Liu 2021), posed the question in the following terms: "If
the artist gives up control to an external system, how does that problematize the
issue of authorship? Can generative systems themselves be considered creative?
And indeed is generative art really art at all?” (Galanter 2012, 272). Frieder Nake
(2014, 108), another influential theorist, noted how generative art (including the
algorithm-based kind) always originates from the human work (and bias) that
programming a computer entails. Without the working assumption of machine
creativity and agency that characterizes "prefigurative Al art,” algorithms used in
generative art could be described as “calculative solutions to a problem” and a mere
"means of making a situation explicit, of making it utterly clear and unambiguous,”
to quote Toister (2020, 224).
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Wang Zhenfei (EJz) has been one of the most original theorists of generat-
ive artin China. In a 2012 article that links generative art to complexity theory —
perhaps revealing the influence of Galanter's theories (e.g., Galanter 2003)* - the
Tianjin-based designer observed that generative work has fundamentally altered
the role of the artist. Instead of directly producing the work, i.e., the "result,” the
artist constructs a generative systems ("a tool”) and then generates artworks by
training and employing such systems. Believing that the beauty of generative art
lies in its "unique unpredictability” (Wang 2012, 34), Wang Zhenfei proposed the
application to art of principles derived from the study of complex systems, such
as a bank of fish, a colony of ants, or human beings living within built or virtual
environments. He imagined a type of generative art that would resemble com-
plex, self-organizing network systems without rulers or hierarchies, and in which
"every individual operates according to specific rules, each one interconnected
and influenced by the others, thus creating a collective whole” (Wang 2012, 36).

How does one approach the question of authorship and creativity once the
machine is assumed to no longer constitute a mere tool, the algorithm no longer
a mere solution to a problem - and the artist supposedly outsources authenticity
itself to a machine? What if we identify the key experimental gesture of (prefigur-
ative) Al art not in the computer-assisted generative moment, but in the renunci-
ation of control and the delegation of creative agency to a machine that is assumed
to possess genuine creative abilities? Such a perspective suggests shifting the
focus to dimensions of agency, power and authenticity, and highlights potential
parallels between so-called "Al art” and creative practices that have traditionally
been centered around humans, rather than computers and algorithms. One such
creative practice is delegated art.

The post-1989 phenomenon of delegated art is best seen in relation to the
wider trend of participatory art (Bishop 2012, 219). In participatory art — which also
includes socially-engaged art, community-based art, and so on — other people,
rather than the artist themselves, constitute the central artistic medium and ma-
terial, thus becoming the focus of artistic research which valorizes “participation as
a politicized working process” (Bishop 2012, 2). A notable example of participatory
art® from China is The Great Survey of Paper-cutting in Yanchuan County (i€ )15
BI4R K2 Yanchuan xian jianzhi da pucha, 2002-2004), a work initiated by the
Beijing-based socially-engaged art platform known as the Long March Project
(BAL T2 Changzheng gongcheng). Coordinated by the curator Lu Jie (&£, b.
1956) together with the artist and art theorist Qiu Zhijie (B &£, b. 1969), the Great
Survey saw the participation of over 15,000 people who engaged in the art form of

4 This may reflect the influence of Galanter's theories on Wang's work, see Galanter (2003).

> In Chinese, 2B Z4kT (canyushi yishu).
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papercutting in north-west China (Lu 2004). This work of participatory art reflect-
ed the Project's focus on bringing contemporary art to the Chinese countryside
while promoting the emergence of a "from-bottom-up” artistic subjectivity (Long
March Project 2004).

Delegated art (or, “"delegated performance”) constitutes a type of participatory
art in which the entire work relies on the actions of non-professional performers
chosen from outside the art world; in carrying out a performance, they follow
instructions provided by an artist who is absent from the scene (e.g., Tino Seghal).
For some critics, delegated art offers to the audience "potentially expanded de-
grees of agency in making art and its meanings, enabling individual expressivity,
extending to all participants the opportunity to be an artist and democratizing
the role of artist” (Harvie 2013, 36). On the other hand, as both Harvie (2013, 41)
and Bishop (2012, 221-236) recognize, delegated art frequently concedes a very
limited degree of agency to the performers, as the artists sometimes assign to
them banal, alienating, and even abusive tasks (e.g., Santiago Sierra). A Chinese
example of such delegated art® is Temporary Space (ffif¢Z*fi] Linshi kongjian, 2003)
by Wang Wei (E#), in which Wang employed ten migrant workers to build a brick
building inside an art space over the course of seventeen days, after which the
building was demolished. Inspired by Joseph Beuys's (1921-1986) idea of "social
sculpture’, Fairytale (E5f Tonghua, 2008) by Ai Weiwei (3K ) — which saw 1,001
Chinese people from all walks of life travel to the German town of Kassel for the
Documenta 12 art festival — represents another example of delegated art from the
Sinophone world.”

In delegated art, similarly to what occurred in the creation of Chen's short
story and Wong's paintings, "the artist delegates power to the performer (entrust-
ing them with agency while also affirming hierarchy)” and sets up a situation
whose outcome is characterized by a degree of unpredictability (Bishop 2012,
237). By doing so, the artist “outsources authenticity” and relies on the performer(s)
— or, in our cases, a machine - to supply a new, revamped authenticity to the
work. Not unlike what happens in delegated art, Chen Qiufan and Victor Wong
both relinquish and reclaim power in their respective works, as they choose "to
temporarily lose control over the situation before returning to select, define and
circulate its representation,” to quote again Claire Bishop (ibid.). In this sense,
their works establish a relationship between creativity, control, and authenticity
that is analogous to what Bishop (2012) has observed in delegated art. Something
changes, however, when the Other of delegated art is not an amateur performer
who receives instructions from the artist, but an entity that, while programmed

6 In Chinese, JEEINEART (zhanyanshi yishu), or [REER R (dailishi zhanyan).

7 On Fairytale in relation to Ai's approach to art and activism, see Strafella and Berg (2015, 141).
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or "trained” by artists and authors, is described as possessing a degree of creative
autonomy. Now what the artist supposedly outsources is not only authenticity,
but also creativity.

When delegated digital creativity is placed in relation to the avant-gardist
trends explored in this section, one can think of its genealogy in terms of pro-
gressive degrees of "removal.” The "dematerialization of art” described by Tamblyn
as the hallmark of conceptual art (including computer art) represents one type of
removal, i.e., the removal or dissembling of art as a physical object. Generative art
and performance art equally signal the primacy of action and process over the
artistic "product.” In delegated art one observes a second type of removal, i.e., that
of the artist as the performer. Delegated digital creativity, with the introduction
of "artificial intelligence” in the design and realization of the artwork, enacts a
third type of removal, i.e., the partial removal of the artist (or author) as creator.
This premise allows Chen Qiufan to portray the application of machine learning
to literary creation as “collisions and flows between human and non-human in-
telligence” (in Wang and Wang 2020), and Victor Wong to describe AI Gemini as
his "“partner and soul mate” (in Chitralekha 2019) and "an extension of his artistic
creativity” (in Zhang 2019).

Advancing from this theoretical framework without constraining our case
studies in what admittedly constitutes a West-centered starting point, the next
sections will explore Chen and Wong's forays into the territory of delegated di-
gital creativity by paying special attention to the way in which the author and
artist themselves, as well as Sinophone critics and media, have framed and dis-
cussed their experiments. This will show the ways in which both Chen and Wong
showcase an innovative creative process while establishing a web of connections
between their work and various traditions. Furthermore, the analysis put forth in
the following sections will reflect on how the concept of delegated digital creativity
foregrounds the creative process and the idea that underpins it, particularly the
relation between human and non-human actants, rather than the final product
of this process.

Victor Wong's Al Gemini

While knowledgeable on the topic of Chinese painting, Victor Wong is not an ink-
and-wash painter who has turned to automation, but a multi-disciplinary artist
who has long employed advanced computing for his work in visual art as well
as film and advertising. Born in Hong Kong in 1966, Wong attributes his passion
for inventions and do-it-yourself creativity to the influence of his father, a mas-
ter in the art of joss paper (4% zhizha) who created bamboo-and-paper models
in the shapes of boats and motorbikes (SSAM 2019; Zhang 2019). Wong studied
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Engineering and Physics at the University of Washington in the United States
before starting a career in Hong Kong cinema as an artist of "computer-gener-
ated imagery” (CGI). Starting from the 1990s, he contributed visual effects to such
movies as Ronny Yu's (T-{2%8) Fearless (£ 7t ! Huo Yuanyia, 2006), Jacob Cheung's
(3R %) A Battle of Wits (823 Mo gong, 2006), and Roy Chow's (Ji47#3) Rise of the
Legend (3G 2 9l 2 Huang Feihong zhi yingxiong you meng, 2014). His con-
tribution to the cinema industry has earned him the Taipei Golden Horse Award
and multiple Hong Kong Film Awards. Wong has also worked in advertising and
is known to have created for the Hong Kong Jockey Club a three-dimensional
animation based on the famous paintings of Galloping Horses (# 55 [&E Ben ma tu,
1939-1942) by Xu Beihong (#1k%).

Wong's TECH-iNK paintings were first displayed at the Ink Now (K &3
Shuimo xianchang) exhibition in Taipei at the beginning of 2019 (Zhang 2019).
A media report on this exhibition described Wong's landscapes as representing
"a new way of thinking ink-and-wash painting for the contemporary era” (Yang
2019). In an interview on Ai Gemini, Wong explained their "collaborative” artistic
process:

I convert physical or geographical data into a language that Al can un-
derstand. For example, the movement of two planes ramming into each
other to create mountains could be represented in the form of mathem-
atical equations and fed into AI Gemini's database. Based on the data,
Al Gemini creates an algorithm that's basic to tectonic shifts, making it
possible for him to generate a virtual 3D landscape and decide on the
angle from which to view and draw it. (Wong in Chitralekha 2019)

Wong compares the way in which Al Gemini generates its paintings to how hu-
mans acquire "data” about the environment in their daily lives or by traveling and
later re-interpret what they saw based on such experience (SSAM 2019). Before
each painting the machine "reorganizes” its knowledge of the world in unpre-
dictable ways, claims Wong (Zhang 2019). Alongside geographical and geological
information - e.g.,, seas, islands, the effects of erosion over thousands of years —
Wong feeds the algorithm with random factors (Chitralekha 2019), or "noise,” to
avoid "overfeeding” the algorithm with redundant data. In the case of the series
of paintings entitled, Far Side of the Moon, Wong fed the computer images from
the rover of the Chang'e 4 ({###PU5% Chang’e sihao) lunar mission, which reached
the hidden and rugged face of the Earth's satellite in January 2019, alongside data
on moon landscapes that he sourced from NASA (Chitralekha 2019; Zhang 2019).

By making Al Gemini start the process of designing and representing a land-
scape from grappling with the fundamental laws of physics and geology — “compil-
ing the transformation of the Earth over four billion years into an equation,” as he
put it (in Kuang 2019, 133) - Wong's approach resonates with the interpretation of
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Chinese landscape (117K Shanshui) painting offered by philosopher Yuk Hui (7#4%) in
Artand Cosmotechnics (2020). According to Hui, who underlines the role of Daoist
thought in the tradition of shanshui art and its appreciation, shanshui painting "is
cosmotechnics in the sense that, in order to paint, one has to first understand the
cosmos and its genesis, as [seventeenth-century calligrapher and artist] Shitao [f1¥#]
said: ‘when one knows the principle (¥ i) of gian [#Z, heaven] and kun [}, earth], one
knows the essence of mountains™ (Hui 2020, 189). By theorizing shanshui painting
as a cosmotechnics — that is, as a technical activity "resituating humans and their
technological world within a broader cosmic reality, where the cosmic and moral
orders are unified” — Yuk Hui aims to discover the function of the shanshui tradition
"in the time of artificial imagination, when machines claim to increasingly occupy
the domain of creativity” (Hui 2020, 141, 254). From the viewpoint articulated by
Yuk Hui, one may see Victor Wong's approach to human-machine collaboration
in landscape painting as one way in which the artist places its experiments with
"artificial intelligence” in a relation of continuity with the tradition of Chinese art.

Without the chance for a computer scientist to examine Wong's programming
code, one can hardly judge to what extent AI Gemini should be characterized as
"artificial intelligence” or, in other words, what type of machine-learning model
is at work during the process that Wong describes. In Wong's accounts, AI Gem-
ini's training resembles that of a child or a student whose learning process must
start from basic notions such as "“what is paper, what is water, what is ink” (SSAM
2019). Moreover, the artist emphasizes that AI Gemini's functioning is "different
from machine learning where the Al studies and analyzes numerous paintings
of the same subject, absorbs the data and prints out its own version. AI Gemini
can physically draw an image” (Chitralekha 2019). Wong stresses the difference
between his method and "Al paintings in the West, where the principle is to let
the Al study many oil paintings, analyze how humans paint, and then do the
work” (Kuang 2019, 133). Rather than imitate or substitute the human artist, Wong
believes the machine should develop its own style and learn to paint in ways that
a human could not (Zhang 2019), emphasizing in this way the renunciation of
control by the human artist-cum-teacher.

A key feature of Al Gemini, according to Wong, consists in how it elaborates
data about its surroundings - e.g., weather or air temperature — into a "'mood” that
affects the way it paints. Wong describes the mechanism that governs this process as
"simulated emotion” ({5#t /1% Moni ganging) and claims it is analogous to the way
the environment can affect a person’'s mood (Zhang 2019; 3812 Gallery 2019b).8 As
the artist puts it when describing how Al Gemini reorganizes reality before painting:

8 On the way that research into artificial intelligence has long attempted to factor affect and
emotions into artificial systems, see Wilson (2010).
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xieyt is not a direct reproduction of reality, but a form of expression fo-
cused on the spiritual dimension. The scene in the painting is not a view
of the actual terrain, but an interpretation of reality that incorporates the
artist's own thoughts after traveling through the landscape. (Zhang 2019)

This is another example of how Wong seeks to anchor his work with AI Gemini
in the Chinese artistic tradition, establishing a relation of continuity as well as in-
novation with the past. While purporting to describe AI Gemini's creative process,
Wong's words echo a theory of painting found in canonical texts of Chinese art
theory. To begin with, by emphasizing the spiritual and emotional dimension of
painting, Wong evokes the first of the Six Principles of Chinese Painting (48 # /5
% Huihua liufa, ca. 550 CE) as enunciated by sixth-century art historian Xie He
(%), namely “spiritual tone and life-movement” (5 #2EE) giyun shengdong).?
A cardinal principle of Chinese landscape painting, giyun shengdong conveys
the belief that a "successful creation of tone and atmosphere that is moving and
alive,” not verisimilitude, constitutes "the goal of a painting” (Lin 1967, 36). Ac-
cording to the Northern Song (Jb&, 960-1127) treaty on Chinese art, Paintings I
Have Seen ([# & R.E & Tuhua jian wen zhi, 1074) by Guo Ruoxu (¥§# &), which
endorsed the authority of Xie He's principles, a painting records "the feelings and
thoughts of an artist [...] on silk or paper” (trans. in Lin 1967, 83). The late-Ming
() dynasty (1368-1644) artist Dong Qichang (& &) argued that while giyun
shengdong mostly stemmed from innate talent, one can acquire it by "reading ten
thousand books and walking ten thousand miles” (G %%, 478 B du wanjuan
shu, xing wangli lu; Kwo 1990: 75) — a now-proverbial expression that assumes a
new meaning in Wong's description of Al Gemini's “training.” Indeed, the idea that
an artist paints after journeying through nature reflects the predominant approach
to landscape painting in pre-twentieth-century Chinese art. Open-air painting
and "sketching from life” (5 4 xiesheng) became widely adopted by Chinese artists
only after the 1910s, when it was promoted as the foundation of Western-style
painting and the most valid way of depicting nature, thus revolutionizing ideas
and practices of vision in China, according to Gu (2020, 1-3).

The effort to frame Wong's TECH-iNK works as fully belonging to the tradition
of ink-and-wash painting also transpires from curatorial decisions at multiple
exhibitions where these works were displayed. These exhibitions include, e.qg.,
the above-mentioned Ink Now in Taipei, Inquiry on Water in Shanghai (K[ Shui
wen, 2019-2020), and More than Ink (% j* /K5 Wuqgiong yu shuimo, 2021) in
Hong Kong. In the latter exhibition, TECH-iNK paintings hung alongside art-
works by such masters as Liu Kuo-sung (%1[8#), Wang Jieyin (E#1#&) and Wang

®  The translation of giyun shendong as “spiritual tone and life-movement” is by Seiichi Taki (i

}5—, 1873-1945), as quoted in Lin (1967, 36).
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Huangsheng (£#i4:). Finally, Victor Wong has emphasized how Al Gemini con-
stitutes only the latest innovation in the long history of ink-and-wash painting.
"Throughout the history of art,” Wong noted, "artists have always incorporated
the latest pigments, materials, and technologies of their time to create something
unprecedented” (Kuang 2019, 133). Far from conveying the fear that artists will be-
come obsolete once Al grasps the “code” of creativity, Wong views the technology
he employs as one way to further innovate a living tradition.

In conclusion, the approach to delegated digital creativity that transpires from
Victor Wong's work with Al Gemini is one that valorizes learning, collaboration
between human and machine, and continuity with Chinese artistic tradition,
rather than deception and an instrumental application of technology. Even though
Wong claims that AI Gemini is able to think and execute original paintings, he
attributes to his machine the ability to simulate emotion, rather than genuine
feelings, and while he stresses the difference between traditional painting and the
creations of Al Gemini, he alludes to parallels between how the ancient masters
achieved qiyun shengdong and how he designed Al Gemini to see and under-
stand the world. Randomness and the “renunciation of control” emerge as central
to this process without translating into chaos or anxiety, while the novelty of the
delegated painting process takes center stage.

4. Chen Qiufan'’s "State of Trance” and "Al writing”

This section discusses Chen Qiufan’'s novella State of Trance as a case of delegated
digital creativity and a prominent example of Sinophone "Al writing” — in Chinese,
NLEREEAE (Rengong zhineng xiezuo) or AIE {E (Al xiezuo), both in relation to
Chen's work and career, and on the backdrop of the debate on Al writing that has
recently involved Chen alongside many other Chinese authors.

Besides being one of China's most successful sci-fi authors, Chen Qiufan is also
a translator, creative producer and curator. Victor Wong's junior by fifteen years,
Chen was born in Shantou (Jili#H), Guangdong province in 1981 and therefore be-
longs to China's /\%A4% (balinghou) generation (literally, "born after 1980"), the chil-
dren of Deng Xiaoping's post-1978 Reform Era who have no first-hand memories
of Mao Zedong or the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Chen sees a link between
the contrasting attitudes expressed by different generations of Chinese toward
new technologies such as Al and their experience of poverty, or lack thereof
(Chen and Liu 2017). According to Chen's account, people of his cohort — born in
the 1970s and 1980s — "grew up hearing about the deprivations and even starva-
tions their parents experienced during China's recent past” (ibid.). Those indirect
memories, compounded by present-day anxieties such as career advancement,
housing, healthcare and so on, fuel in his generation a sense of insecurity that
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technology alone cannot quell, even though technology enables them to imagine
new ways to work and live (ibid.). By contrast, Chinese people born in the 1990s
and 2000s — Chen maintains, perhaps overestimating the relative size of China’s
middle class — are detached even from echoes of material deprivation and uncon-
strained by a traditional emphasis on knowing one’s place. As a result, “technology
should enable [for them] a profound organic way to experience the world, a way
to realize one's own worth through active agency, rather than merely a means of
impulsive consumption driven by anxiety” (Chen and Liu 2017). Unfortunately,
the country is ruled by older generations whose approach to new technologies is
driven by fear, greed and nationalism, Chen Qiufan suggests (ibid.).

Chen studied literature and film direction at Peking University (1t K2%) before
pursuing postgraduate studies in marketing at the University of Hong Kong (% #
K£) and Tsinghua University (7 #E K%£2) (Xu 2018). He has been publishing science
fiction since the late 1990s, penning his first award-winning story at the age of
sixteen. He has also worked for Google China and Baidu (5 J¥) as a marketing and
branding professional. Chen, who lives in Shanghai, has founded a company that
"explores cross-media speculative narratives and future-oriented education” and a
virtual reality start-up in Beijing (Slate n.d.). For a recent book entitled, AI 2041: Ten
Visions for Our Future (AI 2041: YHR-{E AR RFrtH 5 A 2041: Yujian shigeweilai xin
shijie, 2021)1° Chen collaborated with Kai-fu Lee (Z=518), a renowned Taiwanese
computer scientist, blogger, and former president of Google China whose venture
capital firm has made large investments in China's high-tech sector (see Conn
2021). So far, Chen has published over thirty novellas and stories which have been
translated into a dozen languages, including English, German and Czech. His
works have won literary prizes in both mainland China and Taiwan, including
China's Galaxy and Nebula awards, and the Taiwan Dragon Fantasy Award for
a science fiction story — written, unusually, in classical Chinese — entitled The
Chronicle of Ningchuan Cave (% )Ilil5C Ningchuan dong ji, 2006).

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Chen Qiufan'’s novella State of
Trance features an element of paratext (in the form of a note to the text) which
informs the reader that parts of the story — specifically, the words spoken and sung
by a statue — were generated through a process of "deep learning” of the author's
style before being included in the story without further human intervention (Chen
2018a, 131; Chen 2020, 160). Reportedly, it was Kai-fu Lee who provided Chen
with the code to generate the passages of "Al writing” used in the story (Grogan
2020). According to an article that appeared in Beijing News (#i & #k Xin Jing bao),
the novelist and former editor of China's foremost literary magazine Harvest (i
& Shouhuo), Zouzou (), used an "Al software” to score over 700 short stories

10 The book was first published by the publishing house X X1k (Tianxia wenhua) in Taiwan.
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according to their plot structure; State of Trance received the highest score, only
0.00001 points higher than a story by Nobel Prize-winner Mo Yan (¥ %) (Dong
2020). Chen Qiufan felt that the coincidence by which one "Al" would detect and
reward the work of another "Al” among so many texts “cast a light of mysticism
over something that should favor logic and rationality” (ibid.).

The conceptual experiment with Al writing and delegated digital creativity
in State of Trance arguably constitutes one way in which Chen Qiufan's oeuvre
explores the relationship between the human mind and technology — and more
in general, between the human and the non-human - in a way that questions
anthropocentric assumptions, as Yue Zhou and Xi Liu found in other works by
this author (Zhou and Liu 2022, 99, 106). Chen's science fiction indeed displays
a "tendency to depict the near future as a place where the human and human
agency are delimited and determined by non-human, human, and political sys-
tems of meaning beyond our control and understanding” (Judy 2022, 505) — an
observation that highlights the questions of human versus non-human agency
and (lack of) control which are at the core of delegated digital creativity. Ron S.
Judy identifies the above-described tendency as a key component of “Chinese
post-humanism” in Chen Qiufan's work (ibid.) and detects it, for instance, in the
short story The Flowers of Shazui (V0¥ 2 #t Shazui zhi hua, 2012), where tragedies
occur because technology fails to obey the will of an alienated and hopelessly
lonely humanity (Judy 2022, 510).

Chen's novella combines sci-fi tropes, such as futuristic technology and the
ruins of existing landmarks — namely, the Shanghai Library — with elements of
postmodernist writing, including dense intertextuality, the use of a second-person
protagonist, and meta-literary features. The text also teems with references to
avant-garde art from China and Europe, from Chinese performance art to Italian
Futurism. Moreover, by staging a dialogue with a non-human character whose
statements the author attributes to a machine-learning model, the novella touches
upon the Turing test as a science-fiction trope — one that was already featured, for
example, in the 2015 short story entitled, Good Night, Melancholy (%% Wan'an
youyu) by balinghou writer Xia Jia (¥ /i, alias Wang Yao E£¥).

The use of character in State of Trance is executed in avant-gardist style. The
second-person protagonist called "you” has forgotten her name, but a cryptic pas-
sage of the novella where the protagonist appears to interact with her own reflection
suggests that "you" is a woman (Chen 20183, 129; cf. Chen 2020, 156). In Sinophone
fiction, the émigré Nobel laureate Gao Xingjian (#174i&) adopted a similar use of dif-
ferent pronouns for the protagonists of his experimental novel, Soul Mountain (% 111
Lingshan, 1990). In the self-interview that follows the novella as published in Fiction
World, Chen suggests an affinity between the experience of reading a second-per-
son narrative, the "immersive experience” of virtual reality, and the state of trance
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or daydreaming (i & chushen) described in the story (Chen 2018b, 132). "You" also
implicitly merges the second-person protagonist and the addressee of the novella
into a larger subjectivity (Chen 2018b, 133) - i.e., the protagonist-cum-reader. Only
the final sentence of the novella reveals a first-person narrator. This narrative voice
— always, as Mieke Bal reminds us, an “it" (Bal 1988, 119-20) — poses as the alter ego
of Chen Qiufan as the implied author. It intrudes in the last sentence to claim all
protagonists, time and space, merging them all within its "author/ity.”

The plot of State of Trance appears minimalist, tracing the mostly uneventful
journey of the protagonist through the streets of Shanghai to return a book to the
city's library. In a city "overwhelmed by mountains of garbage which no one clears
away” (Chen 2018a 125; Chen 2020, 148), the trance of this trip turns into the night-
marish vision of a urban Anthropocene dominated by an environmental crisis
that is also a crisis of the human psyche — not unlike what Codeluppi (2022) finds
in another novella by Chen Qiufan, The Smog Society (§i Mai, 2010). The threat
of impending doom underlying the journey in State of Trance takes inspiration
from the short story Last Evenings on Earth (Llamadas Telefénicas, 1997) by the
Chilean author Roberto Bolafio (cf. Grogan, 2020). While Bolafio's story depicts
a father and son on a vacation trip and their visit to a brothel, however, State of
Trance reduces the action to a woman's — or the reader’s — trip to the library. The
climax of the story consists in the protagonist-cum-reader not only returning a
book into a machine, but also meeting — and merging with — the narrator. Like
Bolafio's short story, State of Trance dramatizes the act of reading but inverts it
metaphorically into a reading of dystopia.

Underlying the conceptual quality of Chen's novella, the sci-fi elements in State
of Trance remain largely subtle and immaterial. Rather than robots, spaceships
or cyborgs, the story features time travel, drugs, holograms, and a speaking and
singing voice emanating from an inanimate body in the shape of a bronze statue.
The handing out of drugs to the protagonist as mood enhancers echoes Aldous
Huxley's famous dystopia Brave New World (1932), with Chen's fifizt (Zhannuo)t
calling to mind Huxley's soma pill: "Something is pressed into your hand. Some-
thing small. Like a button. ‘Swallow it, a voice says. You do, and the world calms
down" (Chen 20183, 127; Chen 2020, 152). The immaterial or evanescent nature of
the science fiction elements in State of Trance contrasts with most mainstream
science fiction, including Chen's own novel The Waste Tide (7] Huangchao,
2013), where futuristic technology features not only in material, but even in an
embodied form. Nonetheless, the post-human cyborgs of The Waste Tide epito-
mize a human-machine hybridity and "post-human consciousness” that resonates
with the themes of State of Trance (Rojas and Bachner 2016, 559; Rojas 2019, 29).

1 Stenberg translates the name of the pill phonetically as Jonno (Chen 2020, 152).
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In State of Trance, the protagonist-cum-reader recalls the titles of two books
that she has not finished reading yet. The first, entitled Brain Entropy: A Theory of
Neurocognition (Jl§fi: —FEtRAEERENIEL 3 Naoshang: Yizhong shenjing renzhixue
lilun), appears to refer to a fictitious scientific work which only has meaning in so
far as the protagonist-cum-reader struggles to "“make out the words on the cover”
(Chen 2018a, 125; Chen 2020, 149). The second book is a novel about Shanghai
entitled The Diamond Age (& 154X, Zuanshi niandai). Its title appears to refer to
the sci-fi novel The Diamond Age: Or, a Young Lady's Illustrated Primer (1995) by
American author Neal Stephenson, which tells the coming-of-age story of a girl
called Nell who - similarly to the protagonist of State of Trance — comes from the
Shanghai area and lives in a near future dominated by Al and nanotechnology.

In the above-mentioned self-interview, Chen claims that his fiction conveys
an "hyperreality” that blurs the line between science fiction and the perceived
reality of today's world (Chen 2018b, 132). In a speech delivered at the Chinese
Nebula Awards in 2017, Chen stated that "although science fiction is part of fantasy
literature, it should still be rooted in Chinese culture, based on Chinese reality and
reflect the spirit of the times” (in Dong 2017). Chen's speech (which he delivered
during a high-profile event attended by top figures in the science and propaganda
establishments) positioned sci-fi writing within Xi Jinping's vision of a China
Dream (H' % Zhongguo meng; Denton 2014), declaring that “cultural self-con-
fidence” is necessary to "the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” and that
science fiction's ability to “stimulate cultural innovation and creativity” will help
China become a "socialist cultural superpower” (ibid.; Imbach 2019). In a recent
interview for Wired, Chen explained:

"If I'm speaking to the government, I emphasize the importance of sci-fi
as a tool to strengthen innovation and promote creativity. I fill my mes-
sage with zheng neng liang [sic],” Chen says wryly, quoting a hackneyed
catchphrase of officialdom. "How do you say that in English?” — “"Positive
energy,” I respond. (Liu 2021)

State of Trance contains an allusion to navigating the pitfalls of writing, publishing,
censorship, and the government's demands: “Resistance and obedience are two
sides of the same mirror — you need this illusion” (Chen 2018a, 128; Chen 2020,
153-4). Indeed, the same year in which this story was published saw Xi Jinping'’s
turning into a potential leader for life and a tightening of censorship in China's
mediasphere (Allen 2018). Science fiction provides — as it has been customary in
Chinese fictional narratives for centuries (Berg 2002) — an indirect way of cri-
tiquing current conditions; dystopia is always a comment on the status quo (ibid.).

References to buildings and even shops that actually existed in Shanghai when
the short story was published underline the temporal proximity between our times
and the dystopic future described in the story. The protagonist walks some “lanes
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and streets” before crossing through the ground floor of the iAPM shopping mall,
where she sees a poster for the Moncler fashion brand near an entrance (see
further in this section on this poster). She then walks out of the mall on Huaihai
Road (#E¥#F#%) and sees Xiangyang Park (%[5 A &) across the street. If we assume
the location of the Moncler boutique is the same as in real-world Shanghai at the
time of writing, i.e., near the north entrance of the mall on Huaihai Road facing
Xiangyang Park, the protagonist likely entered the mall from the east entrance
on South Shaanxi Road (B4R ) after walking through some of the Longtang
Lanes (3% longtang) on the east side of this street. Having now reached Huaihai
Road, the protagonist walks westward down this road toward the library. In the
distance, on her right-hand side, she sees the lights of Yan'an Elevated Road (#£ %
RIZE). Of course, this reconstruction of the protagonist-cum-reader's walk a la
Umberto Eco (1994, 97-116) assumes that iAPM shopping mall, Huaihai Road, and
other places mentioned in State of Trance correspond to those of today's Shanghai
as the novella suggests.

On the meta-level for the reader, the trip through lanes and streets is a journey
across lines and pages. The route taken by “you" is also the progress of reading
through the pages of the novella and an attempt at navigating and interpreting its
fictional world distorted by alienation and hallucinations: “You understand that
what they are doing now is inviting you in. But you don't want to be integrated”
(Chen 2018a, 127; Chen 2020, 151). The protagonist resists the dystopian world like
a reader who refuses to be drawn into the story, and the “state of trance” high-
lighted in the title of the story ultimately reveals itself as a metaphor for reading.

The protagonist's promenade across Shanghai evokes the modernist literary
trope of the flaneur who walks through Shanghai in the new urban fiction of the
1920s, as found in the work of such authors as Shi Zhecun (fiti #4%), Liu Na'ou (£
M) and Mu Shiying (2F3€) (on these authors, see Lee 2000). The intoxication
that the flaneur experiences in their stories due to the dazzling stimuli of urban
modernity returns in Chen's novella as both a literal drug-induced trance and
the trance of reading — in both "you" the protagonist and "you” the reader. The
reader experiences the flaneur’s walk in State of Trance as a stream of conscious-
ness, a modernist literary technique epitomized in James Joyce's (1882-1941)
Ulysses (1922) whose male character Leopold Bloom walks the streets of Dublin,
and Virginia Woolf's (1882-1941) Mrs Dalloway (1925) whose eponymous female
protagonist walks the streets of London. The narrative voice in Chen's novella, for
example, traces the thoughts inside the protagonist's mind: “You've never figured
out what kind of person you are, what kind of life you'd like to live, just like every
other human” (Chen 2018a, 125; Chen 2020, 148). While European avant-garde
writers of the early twentieth century mostly used a third person narrative for
their stream of consciousness, Chen turns it into a second-person narrative that
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addresses the reader — the implied model reader and, by extension, all readers
— "just like every other human” (ibid.). Walter Benjamin described the flaneur's
intoxication with modern urban life in The Arcades Project (Das Passagen-Werk,
composed 1927-1940):

An intoxication comes over the man who walks long and aimlessly
through the streets. With each step, the walk takes on greater momentum,
ever weaker grow the temptations of shops, of bistros, of smiling women,
ever more irresistible the magnetism of the next streetcorner, of a distant
mass of foliage, of a street name. Then comes hunger. Our man wants
nothing to do with the myriad possibilities offered to sate his appetite.
(Benjamin 2002, M1/3, 147).

The neon lights, restaurants, cafés, dance halls and department stores that once
hailed the onset of modernity and consumer culture in early twentieth-century
Shanghai reverberate in the protagonist's walk past the shopping malls, city lights,
and advertising billboards of twenty-first century Shanghai. The revolutionary
revolving doors of the 1920s metamorphose here into automatic sliding doors,
but like their predecessors they reflect and refract the image of the walking prot-
agonist, showcasing the lonely individual as separate from the masses crowding
the new commercial spaces (Chen 2018a, 131). As she walks past a clothing store,
Chen's protagonist registers an image from an actual advertising campaign cre-
ated for the fashion brand Moncler by American photographer Annie Leibovitz
in collaboration with Chinese artist Liu Bolin (%/%f§#), in which Liu disappears by
means of camouflage into a background of icebergs. In the novella, the icebergs
from the advertising poster by Leibovitz and Liu turn into an apocalyptic vision:
"Just like an iceberg, the part that begins to melt is beneath the surface, and by
the time you hear the cracking, it will already be too late” (Chen 2018a, 125; Chen
2020, 149).

At the end of this walk "you” finally encounters the passages of Al writing em-
bedded in the novella. Here, the protagonist-cum-reader meets “artificial intelli-
gence” — not as a sci-fi trope, however, but through the supposed creative agency
that delegated digital creativity affords it. Its evanescent presence is a cryptic force
that has "possessed” traditional art and now sits, like a pensive guard, outside the
ruins of a traditional repository of written knowledge. The nonsensical words
uttered by the statue convey, through their very unintelligibility, the author's de-
cision to relinquish the power of writing and abandon the protagonist-cum-reader
to a state of trance and dissociation. At the same time, the random associations of
meanings conjured by the otherwise grammatically correct sentences attributed
to "Al"” evoke yet another avant-garde reference, i.e., Surrealist writing experiments
(e.g., Adamowicz 1998, 72-73). As a result, "artificial intelligence” takes the stage in
this sci-fi novella neither as an all-powerful mind, nor as the emulation of human
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intellect, but as alienated psychic automatism devoid of either sense or poetry.
The protagonist-cum-reader — whose hallucinating mind is by now overflowing
with modernist tropes and avant-garde references — experiences its words as both
"indecipherable” (#£ £ wufa liyu) and as an exoteric invitation to rethink her
own sense of self (Chen 2018a, 130; Chen 2020, 157).

Chen's story closes with one last, classic literary reference. As the protag-
onist-cum-reader completes her journey by returning the book, she sheds the
volume from her hands into the machine "like a layer of wrinkled skin” (Chen
2018a, 131; Chen 2020, 159). This image evokes Pu Songling’s (j#ifA#4, 1640-1715)
tale, The Painted Skin (&} Hua pi) from his anthology Strange Tales from the Liao
Studio (W5 &% Liaozhai zhiyi, 1740).12 Pu Songling's tales of ghosts, monsters and
spirits represent the antecedents of the dystopian world of present-day science
fiction and have indeed inspired several literary and cinematic works of both
science and horror fiction in contemporary China (Li 2021, 68-69). In the light of
this analysis, State of Trance can be read as a metaphor of the very act of reading
and an artistic statement from Chen Qiufan on the production and consumption
of so-called "AI writing.”

Around the time that State of Trance was published, a debate was emerging
in China around the application of machine-learning models to writing practices
including, albeit still at the experimental level, literary writing. Some of the voices
in this debate expressed a concern with the possibility that Al will one day succeed
in emulating the creative abilities of human authors or, at the very least, manage
to win the "imitation game.” Questions, such as “Can Al writing reach the depths
of human emotion? Can it possess warmth, feelings, individuality?” are worriedly
asked by literary scholar Hou Jiankui (2 %) (Hou 2019, 231). Will machines learn
how to write like humans? Or will humans rely on the help of machines for creative
writing to such an extent, that they will start to write like machines? In either case,
the alienation of creativity and memory is at stake, warned Hou (2019, 232).

In an article published in 2018, Professor Yang Junlei (%12 %) of Fudan Univer-
sity (18 5 K£2) reflected on the implications of humans sharing the task of writing —
"perhaps the most valuable of all human activities” (Yang 2018, 8) — with machines.
What concerned this prominent scholar of contemporary literature and film is
not whether Al writing models will succeed in emulating human intelligence, but
rather how to understand writing that has been "entirely cut off from the unique
life experience of the author” (ibid.). Citing Alan Turing, Yang's essay highlights
the connection between the history of so-called Al writing and that of cryptog-
raphy, showing how this technology has its roots in research aimed at deceiv-
ing the reader and preventing (rather than aiding) understanding (Yang 2018, 9).

12 On the story, see also Zeitlin (1993).
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Pondering how tools of labor transformed modes of production and reshaped
people’s senses and intellects across history, Yang suggested that if Al becomes
a tool of the writer's labor - i.e,, an extension of their writing hands - this will
influence all aspects of their work, just as instruments that increased the speed
and convenience of writing (e.g., typewriters, keyboards, etc.) transformed writing
practices in the past (Yang 2018, 9-10). In the case of Al writing, however, what
becomes embedded thus within the practice of writing, rather than mere con-
venience, is deceit and a mockery of the human capacity to create and evaluate
a given text. This observation by Yang (2019) finds support in Simone Natale's
research on Al and mass media: "The playful deception of the Turing test, in this
sense, further corroborates my claim that AI should be placed within the longer
trajectory of deceitful media that incorporate banal deception into their func-
tioning,” wrote Natale (2021, 32). Finally, Yang identified the power of capital as
a crucial factor in the search for language models that can pass the Turing test.
She found that such models are employed for the quick and cheap production of
novels and film scripts that emulate existing authors and styles, eroding in this way
the meaning of human creativity and “embodied” writing, rather than generating
an original subjectivity (Yang 2018, 10-12).

Chen Qiufan himself was among the authors and critics who participated
in a conversation on "Al literature” published by a literary journal in 2019 (i.e.,
Yang et al. 2019). This exchange shines light on Chen's own attitude toward ma-
chine-learning technologies and their application to writing. The conversation
involved several literary critics whose impressions of artificial intelligence gen-
erally came from films and literature, including the Wachowskis' film The Matrix
(1999) and the 1920 novel R.U.R. by Czech author Karel Capek. Critics such as
Yang Dandan (##}F}) pointed out that the application of Al in literary writing can
only represent a technical, rather than artistic breakthrough, because algorithmic
models lack the spirituality and thoughtfulness of human writing (in Yang et al.
2019, 102-103). Another literary critic and scholar, Jin Chunping (&%°F), argued
that AI's lack of lived, emotional, and philosophical experience will relegate its role
to being a mere "tool,” rather than an autonomous subjectivity, for a long time to
come (in Yang et al. 2019, 102-104). Most of the other authors and critics on the
panel observed that Al technologies still have limited impact on the literary pro-
fession and may not even warrant the anxiety they were generating.

The views expressed by Chen Qiufan in the same dialogue emerge in stark
contrast to such positions. To begin with, while being familiar with representations
of Al in science fiction, Chen made no secret that his ideas on Al were also shaped
by his experience of working at Baidu and Google and witnessing first-hand the
development of such technology (Yang et al. 2019, 102) — something that set him
apart from other authors. Moreover, Chen suggests that commentators overlooked
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and downplayed the impact of Al on the arts and humanities due to "blind anthro-
pocentric optimism or arrogance,” as he believed that Al was already re-shaping
people’s ideas of art and beauty due, for instance, to the influence of "intelligent”
recommendation algorithms (Yang et al. 2019, 103). Echoing here Yang Junlei's
(2018) concerns about the profit-driven adoption of "Al writing” by corporations
(see above), Chen observed that "technology companies and platforms that have
the data to make good use of the algorithms” will reap the greatest benefits from
these technologies, while authors and works that are "demoted” by the algorithms
will suffer (ibid.).

5. Concluding remarks

One may read experiments with Al-adjacent technologies in fictional narratives
and visual art as attempts to capitalize on the fad surrounding the "Al" buzzword;
as tantamount to gambling with an existential threat to art and creativity; or as
heralding nothing short of a revolution in these fields of practice. One may discuss
them as reflections of China’s ambitions for global Al leadership (Ding 2018), or
as the latest development in a history of Chinese research into, and hype around,
Al technologies that date back to the early 1980s (Liu 2019, 89). Inspired by this
volume's theme of continuity and change in Asia, this chapter has analyzed two of
such experiments, Victor Wong's TECH-iNK paintings and Chen Qiufan's novella
State of Trance, as case studies in a phenomenon that cuts across literature and
visual art — a phenomenon we defined "delegated digital creativity.” By drawing on
transnational ideas and practices of generative art and delegated art, the chapter
has proposed this concept to understand creative endeavors in which an artist or
author delegates (or purports to delegate) not only authenticity, but also creative
agency and subjectivity to computer algorithms. When viewed from the perspec-
tive of intellectual history, delegated digital creativity assumes an avant-gardist
connotation, as it leverages the idea of Al to question anew the meaning of art
and the role of artists and authors in our societies.

While both works claim an aura of novelty through the adoption of state-of-
the-art technologies, they also lay bare the traditions in which they grow their
roots. This transpires from curatorial decisions, painting subject and materials,
and the artist's statements in the case of Victor Wong's TECH-iNK paintings; and
from meta-narrative features, literary references, and avant-garde techniques in
the case of Chen Qiufan's State of Trance. Wong and Chen challenge the thesis
that machine learning will make authors and artists obsolete by both relinquishing
and reclaiming control over their work (that is, by purporting to cede control to
the machines while, at the same time, asserting their control over their creations),
one by selecting the paintings and claiming their bond with ancient traditions,
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the other by embedding the machine's work into a mise-en-trope of the very act
of reading.

This chapter has also shown how both Chen's novella and Wong's paintings
foreground, rather than disguise, the role played by "Al" in their creation. As high-
lighted by both Yang (2018) and Natale (2021, see above), the role of Turing’s imita-
tion game in the history of Al research has embedded deception and obfuscation
in the design of these technologies. In addition, as Chen Qiufan also pointed
out, their development and application largely lies in the hands of media con-
glomerates (and the authorities governing them), while artists, authors and their
audiences are largely at the mercy of algorithms that disguise exploitation and
manipulation under the guise of convenience and innovation. Subverting a tech-
nology geared toward deception and productivity, State of Trance and TECH-iNK
paintings force their viewers/readers to confront the power and the limitations of
algorithms in the most human of fields — art and literature. Instead of attempting
to deceive the reader/viewer and thus undermine their identity as human beings,
these works invite them to reflect on creative and generative processes and the
relations of control and power that underpin them.

Finally, this study contributes to expanding the definitions of creativity and
artistry that Anglophone literature employs when discussing these ideas in rela-
tion to Al Until now, Anglophone narratives on both the existing and potential
ability of machines to display human-like creativity have been constrained by their
reference to an almost exclusively European canon of artists, authors, musicians
and so forth, as exemplified by such influential works on this subject as Du Sautoy
(2019) and Miller (2019). By focusing on two case studies from the Sinophone
world that draw on both Chinese and non-Chinese traditions for inspiration, and
by discussing them in relation to the Sinophone discourses and debates that sur-
round them, our chapter invites such urgent reflections to move toward a more
representative definition of human creativity.
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