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DRAWING IS A THINKING MACHINE—A DIGITAL VASCO DA GAMA
Helena De Preester
The School of Arts, University College Ghent

“Actually, much of my work is a profound type of self-portrait.”1

Peter Beyls’ plotter drawings span a period of practically forty years, but his oeuvre also 
includes computer music and what could be called photo- video- or computer-based “observa-
tional projects” (Doove 2013). Born in 1950, Beyls is to be situated between two generations of 
computer artists: the pioneering generation of Vera Molnar (1924), Georg Nees (1926), Lillian 
Schwartz (1927), Herbert Franke (1927), Frieder Nake (1938), and Manfred Mohr (1938)—and 
the younger generation of contemporary artists creating digital art. Beyls’ works with computer 
media since the 1970s conceive of computers as active partners in the creative process. Since 
it is the process and not the end product that is key to his work, the term generative art is used 
to describe his practice. The term refers to a broad field of procedural approaches in art in 
which the artwork consists of traces left behind by a particular procedure. However, generative 
art does not only emphasize process-oriented thinking. Remarkably, in Beyls’ practice, it also 
implies a certain degree of autonomy on the side of the machine. This is why it is not justified 
to claim his art is made by means of a computer. Rather, his work is created by a computer. To 
be even more precise, it is art created within an intimate format of human-machine interaction.

The hallmark of Beyls’ work is that generative mechanisms are closely related to artistic 
imperatives, in an explicit attempt not to get stuck in formal statements. This combination of 
artistic imperatives and generative mechanisms leads to a significant diversity in his work. 
In his opinion, change is a keyword. His philosophical appreciation of the world is based on 
what changes in this world, not on what remains the same. Although he thinks of himself as a 
psychologically introverted person, the diversity in his work testifies to a significant degree of 
conceptual extraversion.

Human-machine interaction

Programming and developing algorithms is an essential within the creative practice of Peter 
Beyls. According to the artist, the older he gets, the more programming becomes like eating and 
drinking: a natural way of dealing with the world and his relation to it. Programming is pre-
ferred over using commercial software, since the latter only leads to uniformity in the output. 
Moreover, the hand of the software designer always remains visible in the output. Programming 
for Beyls became an extension of his own thinking; he arrived at the point where programming 
happens virtually intuitively.

Every drawing displays the consequences of an algorithm. Further activations of the 
algorithm result in di!erent but related drawings (Beyls 1978). Such possibly endless algo-
rithm-based variations were not always present in the first attempts at creative programming. 
In the early 1970s, the typical attitude was object-centered, that is to say it was directed at pro-
ducing a definite and final artistic result rather than a conceivably endless series of possible 
drawings. The object-centered approach implies that a basic pre-conceived idea is formulated 
and implemented in a computer program. When run, the output confirms the idea—usually 
yielding a singular final result. Creative input from the side of the machine is minimal or 
non-existent.

Peter Beyls never expressed any ambition to work along these lines. Beyls’ artistic prac-
tice is firmly guided by an attempt to create autonomous machines. A first step to rendering 
machines more autonomous is by writing self-modifying programs—programs capable of mod-
ifying their behavioral scope. However, the early drawings reflect a modular, geometric vocab-
ulary and probabilistic algorithms are used to compute series of related works [146].
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The series are addressed as being closed series, in the 
sense that the series itself is to be considered a single 
construct consisting of several parts. A series is typ-
ically gathered through the application of combina-
torial logic in combination with constrained random 
numbers. Instances of drawings are viewed as individ-
ual members of a particular family (Beyls 1986).

The meaning of a family of drawings results from 
the observation of structural similarities between fam-
ily members and, on a larger scale, between di!erent 
generative series.

Whereas a closed series is generated on the basis of 
a predefined vocabulary manipulated by a set of rules 
stipulated in advance, Beyls continued searching for 
more powerful strategies.

Random processes were instrumental in opening 
up the tight format of closed series. As early as the 
1970s, controlled random processes became important 
in his work. Metaphorically speaking, random num-
bers provide fuel for running the algorithmic engine. 
In other words, random numbers function as a catalyst, 
they have no impact on the formulation of the algorith-
mic process itself (Beyls 1985) [147]. Randomness is not 
an issue in itself; it merely serves to activate degrees of 
freedom in a given conceptual machine.

Aiming for an ever more open-ended approach, 
Beyls’ focus shifted towards the development of an 
interaction-based methodology. Growing engagement 
was expressed in a quest to acquire more advanced 
autonomous aesthetic decision-making in machines.

Introspection and the computer as partner

Human-machine interaction figures centrally in Beyls’ 
artistic creed. Beyls stresses the act of human-machine 
interaction to be tightly connected to the act of artistic 
introspection. It takes some deeper e!ort to understand 
what the artist is pointing at—so let me explain.

When the emphasis is no longer on structural 
output but on human-machine interaction, the artist 
engages in a circular, iterative process (Beyls, 1986)—
the process steps are detailed as follows: An arbitrary 
initial idea is analyzed and formalized; a program is 
designed and implemented accordingly. The behavio-
ral scope of the algorithm is evaluated, which might 
lead to the modification of the program’s logic. For 
example, in terms of anticipated complexity, the initial 
idea might reveal unanticipated dynamic potential. 
Many ambiguous and ill-defined ideas may thus see 
the light.

Since the relationship between input and output is 
highly non-linear, human-machine interaction o!ers a 
way to uncover the actual implications of a given idea. 

[147] Peter Beyls, TRS2c, 1980, drawings, ink on paper,  
296 mm x 296 mm each
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Most crucially, the artist gathers continuous qualitative feedback from the program; this pro-
vides evidence of the introspective potential of the machine. In the long run, creative processes 
result in visual output, often realized using a drawing machine. However, a computer display 
acts as an intermediate agent between the appreciation of ideas under development and the 
production of tangible results.

The approach is genuinely procedural; we sense the attitude has become much less mecha-
nistic and evolves towards an open attitude in which the computer becomes a partner in artistic 
creation. The artist does not need to be aware of each and every implication of a preliminary 
idea. The computer assists in the exploration of the idea, revealing hidden options and sug-
gesting alternatives for further navigation. Most significantly, exploration and discovery are 
implicit in the approach.

Much serial work results from this exploratory approach, by uncovering the implicit genera-
tive impact of a particular algorithm [151]. Of course, quick-thinking visualization on a display 
o!ers advantages for an idea that might imply a huge search space with a lot of potential, but 
also a great deal of ambiguity.

Quick visualization, however, is not only a matter of quantity (i.e. more and faster), but 
also of quality, since it o!ers the opportunity for an improved and a more profound search into 
prospective outcomes. Actual programming is perceived as a cognitive extension in the process 
of creation, rather than a practical or functionally e!ective means to create art. Ambiguity in 
algorithms reflects ambiguity in the artist’s intentions and therefore uncertainty in the pro-
jected results.

Human and machine operate in a climate of shared responsibility and aim to create in 
common e!ort. Exciting dynamics might develop, and behavior that was not anticipated by the 
programmer. We might say that temporal solutions are found or discovered within the process 
of human-machine interaction. In a wider context, Beyls has suggested a link between found 
systems and found objects in art (Beyls 1986). Globally speaking, generative art is viewed as a 
systemic entity, a virtual machine that, once activated, realizes itself into a perceptible format. 
Perhaps, this is why computers might be referred to as imagination machines.

Of particular importance to Beyls is the idea that it is no longer possible to disclose if the 
machine is controlling the artist or the other way around. In other words, the exact locus of 
where decisions originate is no longer apparent. Even given very simple algorithms, the user 
might be surprised because of unexpected properties displayed in the program’s behavior.

The exploration of a coded idea potentially gives birth to such side e!ects. Serendipity-
wise, side e!ects may turn out to be more promising than the initial idea that constituted the 
foundation for the program. By navigating a conceptual space one may suddenly discover an 
interesting locale. As a consequence, a search process is not really knowledge-driven; explora-
tion and discovery rely far more on intuition.

Whatever outcome is revealed, programmed investigation is made e!ective through the 
execution of programmed action. Metaphorically, discovery might be viewed as giving rise to 
“guided accidents” (Beyls 1986, p. 154), which may in turn o!er fresh insight into a particular 
problem.

Exploration generates search, but at the same time, search is directed toward further 
goal-oriented activity, for example, by eliminating less stimulating pathways. Accordingly, a 
computer allows for the gradual specification of objectives. The objectives of the program-
mer, and therefore of the program, may shift according to sudden attention-grabbing discov-
eries—interaction between artist and machine yields an unpredictable trajectory. The artist 
does not then work toward a single unified unequivocal final object. The complexity of the 
output reflects the nature of the impulsive trajectories typical of human-machine interaction. 
And output is conceived of as a multiplicity of instances, for example, a collection of drawings 
that reflect the intricacy of the search process. The algorithmic approach implied in the Search 
Programs (1978) is exemplary [148].

Specifically, the artist considers unpredictability in his quest for meaning, as he searches for 
unknown associations in a personal cognitive schema. These connections or associations are not 
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[148] Peter Beyls, Search Programs, 1978, selection from a series of machine drawings, ink on paper, 430 mm x 430 mm each
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[149] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1987, drawings, ink on paper, 354 mm x 302 mm each
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[150] Peter Beyls, Animat, 1994, software, variable dimensions
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[151] Peter Beyls, Untitled (OP16), 2010, drawings, ink on paper, 191 mm x 191 mm each
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designed beforehand; they come into life as temporary consequences of the process of human- 
machine interaction. So, in fundamental ways, interaction encourages and inspires discovery.

If this creative process were merely considered in terms of trial and error, one would dis-
regard the inherent introspective dimension. The way Beyls uses a computer is inspired by 
how computational psychology conceives of computers. Computational psychology suggests 
computational concepts to be instrumental in understanding human cognition in general, and 
human creativity in particular (Boden 2004, pp. 283-284). Computer modeling enables us to 
test psychological theories by implementing them as e!ective procedures in a computer pro-
gram. Beyls is fascinated by the complexity of the human mind and expresses deep interest in 
cognitive science. In the 1980s, the procedural approach gave way to the cognitive approach in 
which software is considered to support the formulation of certain features of human creativ-
ity. One work in particular, EWA (1985), marks this transition from a procedural to a cognitive 
orientation [093].

Within the cognitive approach, Beyls implements machine models of his creative thinking. 
But one should not be misguided here. Beyls’ objective is not scientific, but remains artistic 
throughout. Introspection into one’s own cognitive-creative functioning is at the service of cre-
ating art, not in order to test theories of cognitive functionality. Software underpins the cogni-
tive trajectory taken by the artist. For Beyls, however, the cognitive approach is not a matter of 
emulating or simulating mental processes. The question of whether the algorithmic structures 
and processes are actually implemented in our head is irrelevant. Beyls does not investigate 
mental processes, but creates art: exploring trajectories, keeping processes running and ques-
tioning what might materialize. Neither is this a quest into the debate about whether creativity 
is subject to scientific research. Objectives remain aesthetic throughout.

As such, drawings are the incarnation and the embodiment of an abstract idea. Algorithms 
model the artist’s mental world in terms of aesthetics. Algorithmic procedures are said to docu-
ment themselves because they reflect the cognitive-creative trajectory experienced by the artist.

Tight interaction with the machine enables a form of introspection; the artist gets feed-
back on the complexity of his thoughts. The introspective potential is equally characterized by 
 confusion, since it becomes impossible, at times, to pinpoint the origin of a particular idea—
man or machine?

Beyls stresses the cognitive implications when working with a computer. A computer works 
as an “idea amplifier” or an “imagination amplifier” (Beyls 1986; Beyls 1991), in the sense 
that the artist learns about his private approach to problem solving. Put more simply: computer 
programs allow for the exploration of ideas by seeing (or hearing) the actual implications of an 
idea. Activating an algorithm initiates human-machine interaction.

Since the computer assists in the exploration of the initial idea, the machine acts like a 
mirror or a magnifying glass: “It reflects the consequences of decisions and is instrumental 
for detailed introspection” (Beyls 1986, p. 156). For Beyls, much of the potential of interac-
tive technology lies in this introspective character. Ideas become concrete and tangible—they 
take embodied form, and new means for handling them open up. Sometimes, this “playing 
with ideas” is referred to as visual thinking. Computers are vehicles for exploring one’s own 
ideas about creativity. Thus, what Beyls claims to explore is not his subjective inner life. The 
machine rather acts as a pathfinder assisting the synthesis of prospective ideas.

Beyls closely follows developments in Artificial Intelligence (AI), and more recently 
Artificial Life (AL). In the early 1990s, alternative programming methods were developed in 
AI. Traditional expert systems, incorporating human knowledge in formal rule systems, turned 
out to be fragile or incompetent in the face of missing or incomplete knowledge. Moreover, 
knowledge had to be explicitly formulated, leading to complex systems in which inference is 
the basic mechanism. Situations that were not anticipated in the design inevitably lead to fail-
ures. Moreover, expert systems do not match artistic knowledge processes, since artists often 
use knowledge that is internally inconsistent, ambiguous and unspoken.

Nonetheless, some impressive examples of creative expert systems do exist. Harold Cohen 
(b. 1928) is the most significant pioneer in this field and has been very important to Beyls. 
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Cohen was the first to ask what characterizes the process of drawing, what are the min-
imal components required in order to be able to speak of a drawing, and—once these 
components are identified—how can they be implemented in a computer program? 
Beyls also developed expert systems, but always considered them explicitly as explora-
tory devices, rather than a means to implement readily available knowledge [154].

Facing the problems described above, alternatives to knowledge-based systems 
emerged in the mid-1980s—systems originating on the basis of theories of complex 
dynamic systems and self-organization.

The alternatives to the symbolic approach rely on spontaneous pattern formation that 
results from experiments with attractor systems. Instead of logical inference, we deal with 
simple local operations giving rise to complex structures on the macroscopic level. No 
longer designing global rules, we now focus on local rules entailing interesting results 
on a higher level, for example, as witnessed in the changing patterns in a flock of birds.

Self-organizing processes nicely match the playful attitude of the artist. Beyls often 
starts by considering a set of building blocks, that is to say, a certain visual vocabulary. 
From the specification of relationships between these basic building blocks, a larger 
landscape emerges.

This method is the opposite of top-down design, which starts out from globally avail-
able knowledge for crafting complex systems. For Beyls, new knowledge results by 
exploiting a bottom-up strategy. Ideas that would otherwise remain purely abstract or 
conceptual materialize through natural and unplanned pattern formation [156].

Inspired by developments in the scientific discipline of Artificial Life, Beyls started 
exploring genetic algorithms in the 1990s. With genetic algorithms, computer programs 
may themselves evolve, rather than having to be programmed explicitly. The building 
blocks under evolutionary pressure can be formal visual elements, but the program 
itself might also be subject to evolution. This implies that genetic algorithms do not just 
explore search spaces—they also transform them. The measure of fitness, channeling 
the survival of the fittest, consists of the artist’s aesthetic evaluation of intermediate 
results, leading to the further selection and adaptation of programs [086, 087].

That Beyls relies on computers and is heavily inspired by scientific research does not 
imply that his methods are purely scientific. Scientific methodology requires one to for-
mulate a hypothesis in which knowledge is tested. In contrast to an artistic methodology, 
science does not ask questions out of ignorance. But Beyls’ exploration does not follow 
any authoritative scientific methodology. According to him, he deliberately takes the 
position of the ignorant—a position characteristic of the midwife in the Socratic sense. 
This position is recognized by Bridget Riley, when she states: “I paint out of ignorance,” 
or “For me, drawing is an enquiry, a way of finding out—the first thing that I discover 
is that I do not know.” Moreover, Beyls claims an idea to be promising when it contains 
substantial ambiguity. He is therefore an oblivious navigator in the universe opened up 
by his very thoughts.

The artist addresses the computational medium in a quite unusual way: in order 
to implement ambiguity and learn about his private intentions. Like a digital Vasco da 
Gama, navigating large search spaces, Beyls explores spaces too vast to be explored 
exhaustively. Particular search spaces—or conceptual spaces (Boden 2004)—can be 
thought of as an existing aesthetic framework or stylistic idiom. However, since these 
spaces are that vast, heuristics are needed—specialized shortcuts that o!er some guid-
ance when searching for motivating locations.

Expert knowledge guides the application of specific heuristics according to given 
circumstances. However, artistic knowledge often remains occluded, unconscious or 
implicit and way too complex to be formalized adequately and su"ciently. Moreover, 
Beyls’ exploratory act is atypical since he equally invents the world he explores. 
Nonetheless, inventor and explorer, the artist is ever subject to shifting concerns and the 
accommodation of surprise.
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[152] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1977, sixteen drawings and one page with text, 207 mm x 148 mm each
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[153] Peter Beyls, Desperado, 1982, eight drawings, ink on paper, 267 mm x 194 mm each
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Visual output and the story behind

A viewer’s perception is limited to the visual output resulting from the interaction between 
artist and machine. The real challenge for Beyls is to be simple, to formulate output using a 
visual language that is compact and straightforward, yet not simplistic (Beyls 1986). He con-
sistently avoids the kitsch of mind-blowing computer-generated visual e!ects. Beyls is pro-
foundly aware of the fact that the more complex the medium, the more significant the risk that 
the medium interferes between the idea and its fulfillment—and as a consequence, the more 
significant is the risk of producing empty messages.

Well aware of the complexity of the digital medium, Beyls appeals for it to be handled sin-
cerely. Visual exuberance cannot be a qualitative norm. Instead, the artist strives for intensity 
and meaning, not for quantity or virtuosity.

Many of the processes described above result in families of multiple machine drawings. As 
previously explained, computer programming manages purely conceptual notions in a tangi-
ble way. Incidentally, this working strategy strongly relates to Beyls’ a!ection for drawing by 
hand, which allows the instantaneous deposit of ideas. The artist remains faithful to what he 
calls fundamental drawing—the drawing by hand that produces a direct trace of its activity. 
Accordingly, his pursuit is a quest for sincerity, showing algorithms in their nakedness instead 
of concealing them in visual exuberance.

Related to tangibility in the work is Beyls’ desire to get sensuality back in computer-based 
art. The loss of analog sensuality inherent to digital accuracy points to the underdevelopment 

[154] Untitled (RBO), 2012, b&w plotter drawings, ink on paper, 643 mm x 902 mm
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[155] Peter Beyls, Untitled (EGen), 1999, drawing, ink on paper, 643 mm x 902 mm

of the bodily in digital art. Beyls therefore aims to translate digital or virtual artifacts back into 
the physical, analog world, making them available for human experience. Here, we enter the 
side of the viewer, and for the viewer there is only one argument that matters: does the artist 
have anything to communicate? Even if the viewer is familiar with generative art, and is thus 
knowledgeable of process-oriented methodologies, processes should still be externalized into 
the here and now, and into the experience of the onlooker.

A specific di"culty in considering Beyls’ work, however, is that the processes themselves 
are long gone. The viewer must therefore develop some sensitivity to the traces of the process 
being unveiled. When the evaluation of a work lies in an algorithm, its assessment should be 
reflected in a strong physical identity.

The general public is relatively unfamiliar with processes and so develops appreciation 
through immediate physical confrontation. In Beyls’ work, however, process and visual results 
cannot be separated. They form one singular whole, and the value of the work lies inseparably 
in a perceptible outcome and its genesis [057, 149 and 157].

Process-oriented art requires the viewer to develop a specific form of literacy; one should 
acquire some idea of the algorithmic machinery in order to understand the process and subse-
quent output. A computer, however, is essentially a black box and the inner mechanisms are 
unknown to most people.

Many artworks created using traditional media result from physical gestures, and we are 
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[156] Peter Beyls, Petri, 2009, interactive audio-visual installation, variable dimensions

therefore able to empathize with them because we share a basic form of embodiment with 
the medium and the artist. Beyls’ works, by contrast, are traces of conceptual gestures imple-
mented in a machine. The computer is an outspoken indirect medium, which contrasts with the 
immediate nature of physical gestures.

In Beyls’ case, the resulting physical output is by no means the whole story. As we have 
seen, the object-centered approach materializes pre-conceived intentions, and digital technol-
ogy is used as a mechanical extension in the production process. According to Beyls, this leads 
to conventional forms of expression and the continuation of traditional aesthetics.

Tool-oriented approaches address and examine the specificity of new media, for example, 
the unique features that make a computer an exceptional tool. The approach thus exploits the 
qualities of the medium, for example, the capacity of data manipulation (using the machine 
as an extended calculator), the possibilities of data storage and retrieval, or the opportunity of 
using computers configured in global networks. Such technological novelties might indeed be 
instrumental to the artist.
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Beyls insists his approach to be process-oriented and thus primarily concerned with (behavio-
ral) processes on both sides of the computer screen. His focus supersedes the obvious qualities 
of the digital medium. Therefore, computer art is inappropriate terminology to capture his artis-
tic practice; just as pencil art would be irrelevant in denoting the art of drawing. In fact, Beyls 
prefers his work not to be considered in terms of any technological framework, but in terms 
of art. The label computer art stems from the 1960s, when the medium was new; the label has 
become meaningless today.

The procedural approach suggests a liberation of the mind; the computer primarily becomes 
a thinking machine, rather than an imaging machine. Programming allows the artist to play 
with the components of his cognitive self. Taken as a whole, Beyls’ oeuvre consists of cognitive 
snapshots, documenting the artist as interfaced with the machine.

Behavior is a key issue since artist and machine coexist and interact in a common biotope. 
It is important to emphasize that the interaction happens in real time, and this is crucial in 
understanding Beyls’ practice. Drawings are not generated at random and the artist does not 
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simply choose the best drawings from a pool. What is 
original in his approach is the desire for the process 
to be truly interactive, a matter of dialogue between 
artist and machine. Within the interaction process, it 
is often impossible to determine where the impact on 
the process actually originates (human or machine), or 
exactly when or where this happens. The computer is 
then viewed as a partner (rather than a straightforward 
facilitator), which possibly introduces a certain degree 
of independence.

It is important to consider the di!erence between 
responsive and interactive systems. Responsiveness 
means reacting according to a set of pre-arranged 
responsive options. True interactivity implies the 
relative self-su"ciency of all participants involved. 
However, human and machine persist as mutually 
dependent, since machine feedback blends with algo-
rithms evolving within constraints imposed by the art-
ist. In addition, the artist remains a navigator within 
his aesthetic search space.

Historically, the procedural approach is related to 
conceptual art in which a work is formulated in terms of 
a given process or procedure. A procedure might leave 
a trace in time or space; it is said to document itself. We 
could speak of unobjects, as suggested by Jack Burnham 
(Burnham 1968, p. 30). Burnham contrasts the finite 
and unique work of painting and sculpture with con-
ceptions referred to as unobjects. He identifies a tran-
sition between major paradigms with underlying shifts 
in technology. Way back in 1968, Burnham pointed 
to a transition from an object-centered towards a sys-
tems-oriented culture in which change does not result 
from objects, but from the way objects are conceived. 
Burnham’s systems point of view focuses precisely on 
continuing relationships between man and machine. 
Then, the function of art would be to show “that art does 
not reside in material entities, but in relations between 
people and between people and the components of their 
environment” (Burnham 1968, p. 31).

This implies the reduction of the technical and 
psychological distance between artistic output and the 
productive means of society. And this is precisely how 
Beyls’ work could be considered: whereas the produc-
tive means of society consists of black-boxed systems 
that are hardly accessible to the non-expert, Beyls’ work 
displays traces of intimate human- machine interaction 
in which there is no black boxing, but plain openness.

It is a dream of a universe in which power relations 
are turned into relations of equality. In that sense, we 
might borrow from Burnham to say that Beyls makes 
“ultrasensitive judgments as to the uses of technology 
and scientific information” (ibid.). Burnham denotes 
this art in the sense of a psychic preparedness. Again, 

[157] Peter Beyls, Actors, 1987, selection from a series of 
drawings (details), ink on paper, 413 mm x 413 mm each
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this kind of psychic preparedness requires a specific 
form of digital literacy, which most people do not possess 
even if they manipulate now ubiquitous digital technol-
ogy on a daily basis. Since most of us interface and oper-
ate on the surface of the system, we engage exclusively 
with the interface in superficial commitment.

In generating visual output, Beyls is more concerned 
with a discourse of interactive evaluation of simultane-
ous objectives than with the creation of finalized output. 
This implies the true boundaries of Beyls’ work to be 
immaterial but conceptual: the limits of the conceptual 
space opened up in the interaction between artist and 
machine. It also implies all output to be of intermedi-
ate character—a condition possibly entailing a peril-
ous condition for the artist-programmer. He might get 
trapped in a perpetual design cycle. It also represents a 
challenge to the viewer who is dropped in the midst of 
things. Thus, although visible gestures are only a part 
of the story, they are a crucial part of it, since they con-
stitute physical evidence of the artist’s intentions (Beyls 
1986). Beyls is well aware that in decoding the work, the 
onlooker uses his or her own strategies; a private black 
box is projected onto the work.

Beyls experimented with a wide variety of genera-
tive systems over a time span of some forty years. He 
uses the computer medium in a number of divergent 
ways, leading to considerable proliferation in his artis-
tic output. Nevertheless, as Wolf Lieser (2013) observes, 
in spite of his considerable diversity, a global stylistic 
consistency emerges over time that connects a multi-
plicity of individual statements.

The connecting component might well be the visual 
language itself: always simple, but never simplistic, tes-
tifying to the exploratory attitude expressed by the artist 
in the long run. However, there is more to the artistic 
identity of the work since the aesthetics in Beyls’ work 
do not solely rely on a recognizable visual syntax, but 
more notably, on a conceptual syntax. A global aesthet-
ics emerges, given the occasion to evaluate his oeuvre 
in its totality. Most probably, an aesthetic identity arises 
globally since it reflects the identity of the artist as 
implemented in computer programs. Global features 
thus exist as external attributes of a process of intro-
spection and identification through software.

According to Beyls, the immaterial nature of the 
digital medium is an illusion; the real challenge is 
to acquire bodily understanding of the digital world. 
Beyls questions how to translate conceptual state-
ments into a tangible world, how to map ideas into a 
sensual dimension—an e!ort we might place against 
the background of his childhood, when he was draw-
ing all the time. Beyls never quit drawing by hand. 
Piles of sketchbooks in his studio reveal recurring 
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themes from nature, often flowers and plants. This type of fundamental drawing is something 
he equally aims to implement in algorithms. Fundamental drawing is all about algorithms that 
embody the act of drawing. It is fundamental in the sense that we consider the nakedness of the 
algorithm in the light of one very basic question; how to create a sensible link between concept 
and statement.

Obviously, a wide range of qualities and sensitivities contribute to the translation of an 
idea into a tangible artifact. A search process typically underpins the quest in locating a perfect 
sensual body to accommodate the idea at hand. Beyls points to his love of abstract painting in 
which extreme materiality reflects something of a radically di!erent order, such as theosophi-
cal convictions or transcendent phenomena. Painting exists as an infinite universe of concepts 
and the actual deep functioning of oil paint therefore seems a complete mystery. There is no 
greater antagonism conceivable than the one between painting and conception, but neverthe-
less, it works perfectly well. Now, drawing as a medium provides a more direct residue of ideas 
than painting and Beyls’ preference for drawing ties in with his preference for simple visual 
languages.

Although the material trace is almost no more than a side e!ect of the space of options 
implied by a given algorithm, it equally constitutes a unique documentation of the process 
of interaction between artist and computer. A residual trace reflects the cognitive trajectory 
traversed by the artists both (1) in terms of a single particular work, and (2) in a macroscopic 
sense, through his oeuvre as a whole. Each work is in itself an occurrence within a much larger 
encompassing process. One should be aware of the fact that individual drawings are traces in 
this double sense and that a specific work of art is only an instance, reflecting a higher-level 
conceptual system.

A humanist backdrop

For Beyls, human-machine interaction suggests sharing responsibilities between man and 
machine (Beyls 1986). On at least one occasion, the artist claims it to be easier to engage in dia-
log with computers than with people (Coucke 1985, p. 52). Maybe this is because Beyls knows 
the black box of the computer very well, better than the enigmatic black box of fellow human 
beings. In Beyls’ philosophical view, the relationship between computer and fellow human 
being always lurks behind the corner, but is never formulated explicitly. We get no closer than 
the following statement: “Interacting with machines can be an extremely instructive experi-
ence, to the point where it might teach us something —or bring new awareness—about the way 
we interact with other humans” (Beyls 1986, p. 158). It reminds us of Martha Nussbaum’s view 
on art—art conceived of as a means to explore possible relations with others. In much the same 
way as playing is an opportunity for learning about how to interact, or how to handle conflict 
with others (Nussbaum, 2010).

Moreover, interaction is not a matter of controlling the other, be it human or machine. In 
contrast, rewarding relations exist on the basis of mutual influence rather than control. Control 
denies reciprocal autonomy whereas influence recognizes autonomy to be articulated by exter-
nal impact.

One of the few places where Beyls addresses his hopes for humanity explicitly is in a 1991 
article in Leonardo. Deploring the fact that contemporary society is unable to support most of its 
members in their most basic needs, and expressing the artist’s frustration at not being able to 
remedy this situation, he expresses the prospect for having more powerful statements and fewer 
pretty pictures (Beyls 1991, p. 311). How the deplorable situation of the world and this viewpoint 
are related is not entirely clear. What is nonetheless clear is that Beyls is driven by the notion of 
dynamic change, not by static data, and by the awareness that formal control is illusionary.

Beyls is fascinated with the nature of both personal and social psychology, and the com-
plexity of how individuals connect with a given social fabric. Since every human being exists 
within the realm of a private history, each of us resonates in a di!erent way in relation to the 
world. One’s particular history provides depth to each and every nascent experience. In similar 

boek_G7_BEYLS.indb   180 9/10/14   20:10



181

[158] Peter Beyls, Animat, 2008, software, variable dimensions
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[159] Peter Beyls, Airport, 2006, two digital prints, 330 mm x 440 mm each
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[160] Peter Beyls, Trilobite, 2008-2013, audio-visual 
installation, variable dimensions

vein, a drawing gets depth and meaning on the basis of 
the trajectory that lead to its conception.

In Beyls’ perception, experience, thought and art 
happen within an infinite array of parallel dimen-
sions. One connects with nature and culture in ways 
that do not lend them to representation in any strict 
sense. Ideas exist as islands in a transient dynamic 
field of associations—a space that evolves as you navi-
gate it. On a smaller scale, such promising islands may 
be discovered in the vast search spaces implemented 
in computer programs.

Beyls’ returning emphasis on the cognitive dimen-
sion may conceal what’s essential to the evaluation 
of his work: the question of whether a work actually 
comments on the human condition remains a domi-
nant concern.

The question of whether human creativity can be 
simulated or emulated is far less important than one 
might believe at first sight. Even if the delegation of 
responsibility and autonomy to a machine happens 
on the basis of hypotheses of how human creativity 
works, what Beyls’ work reveals may be something 
altogether di!erent. And even if cognitive modeling 
of the creative act is imperative, the concern supports 
a broader ambition. Today, more than ever, designing 
algorithms and evaluating their behavioral potential 
finds a place in a much wider topical discourse.

Beyls expresses a fascination with the question of 
how machine statements connect with the intricacies 
of human culture and the depth of human cultural 
history (Beyls 2013). Human history o!ers a wealth of 
powerful instances in which abstract ideas have been 
translated into a physical framework. Works of art are 
objects infused with certain meanings. Meaning crys-
tallizes on the basis of a quasi-infinite set of observa-
tions, mostly unconscious. From this depth, aesthetic 
choices arise. The principle of change, mentioned ear-
lier in this text, coexists with the notions of responsi-
bility, consciousness, freedom, and the generation of 
sense and meaning.

In a deeper sense, therefore: (1) how do artist and 
medium actually relate, and (2) how does an audience 
potentially resonate with computational art?

Human existence subsists beyond the realm of any 
formal agenda. Surface knowledge might be with-
out meaning whereas formalizing deep knowledge 
is exceedingly challenging. In this respect, program-
ming might provide a false impression of power—a 
particular psychological condition a painter never has 
to confront. Though obviously, every medium talks 
back to the artist—creative programming might o!er 
uncommonly deep forms of artistic introspection. A 
discussion of the unquestionably deeply profound 
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interactions between painter and paint—the mystery of painting itself, is equally acknowl-
edged, but beyond the scope of the present paper.

In computational art, the technological medium frequently gets in the way of adequate 
observation. The complexity of technology blinds the vision of the beholder and may interfere 
with the emergent complexity implied in a particular artifact. In contrast, more traditional and 
conventional media are generally less subject to such perceptual conditioning.

Despite the substantial current research in digital art, a solid culturally grounded concep-
tual framework for understanding computational art still requires extensive investigation.

Beyls’ work communicates what lies inside black boxes and how we can interact with the 
wider cultural consequences of digital technology. This may be crucial in times where most of 
us are superficial interface consumers of the digital universe that surrounds us.

This text is based on conversations and interviews with the artist in December 2011,  February 
2012, and March and September 2013.

NOTES

1 Nussbaum, Martha. Not For Profit. 
Why Democracy Needs The Hu-
manities (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2010).
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[161] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 2007, drawing, ink on paper, 596 mm x 878 mm
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