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DRAWING BY ALGORITHM
Sahra Kunz
CITAR, Universidade Católica Portuguesa, Porto

The art of Peter Beyls can be analyzed from di!erent perspectives, based on his creative ideas 
or methods. However, this text will look specifically at the component of drawing produced 
throughout his work. Whether you are a human being, a machine, or an algorithm, whether 
your decision process is intuitive or pre-programmed within certain constraints, the act of 
drawing is a very complex process. It demands a sequence of decisions, which are often by no 
means intuitive, and a great deal of coordination between di!erent systems such as the visual, 
perceptual and conceptual.

Especially when speaking of drawing from observation (seen as a representation of reality, 
with a large degree of realism), a multitude of steps and decisions have to be made in order to 
obtain an approximation of what the senses (visual perception) acquire of the world around 
us. These decisions tend to become more unconscious or intuitive as an artist gains more 
experience, but they are usually painfully obvious for anyone inexperienced who is trying to 
draw for the first time. The combination of steps needed for an observed or imagined image 
to be recorded on a two-dimensional surface are complex, as most drawings are based on 
three-dimensional objects or concepts.

There are, of course, di!erences between an observed and an imagined/created object, both 
at the level of how they are processed by the brain and of how their representations emerge. In 
the first case, the retinal image has to go through a complex series of transformations in order 
to be stored as a representation of an object that can be drawn. While drawing a simple object, 
say, a chair, a conflict can emerge between the stored (canonical) representation of this class 
of objects and the actual chair that is being drawn. This can originate distortions in propor-
tion, or in rotation of viewpoint, as representations of objects tend to be stored in the brain in 
orientations that contain maximum information about them. In the second case, the drawing 
of an imagined object, there is probably more freedom and ease in the representation, as the 
step that compares the mental representation with the physical one can be skipped, allowing 
the artist more freedom to adjust the views he intends to represent to his intention or mood. 
In this text we will focus mainly on observational drawing, which is based on the first model.

Starting from the initial moment of observation of a scene or group of objects, or from the 
complex programming required for an algorithm to create a drawing, a number of steps have 
to be completed in order for a perceptually coherent, recognizable and aesthetically stimulat-
ing representation to eventually emerge. These stages, although usually sequential, are not 
necessarily hermetic. The process of mark-making on a surface gives instant feedback to the 
artist that cannot be ignored in the feedback loop between eye, brain and hand.

A drawing can have multiple functions, and those who draw can take multiple approaches 
to its execution. The drawing can be a doodle, made while distracted with something else and 
holding no particular conscious meaning; it can be a schematic representation of a building 
or object meant to provide maximal information, such as a blueprint or diagram; or it can be a 
quick sketch whose main function is to assist creative mental processes such as those used in 
the creation of objects—but it can also be an attempt to represent a particular element of the 
observed reality. When thinking of di!erent modes or types of drawing, one can often associ-
ate them with the intention and finality underlying them. In this sense, it would be reasonable 
to distinguish between drawing as a subsidiary function, and drawing as a primary function. 
In the first case, drawing serves a purpose other than that of the representation itself, and 
is usually no more than a step in a more complex process of creation, intended to produce 
objects, buildings, layouts, diagrams, etc. However, when considering drawing as a primary 
function, in which the drawing is both the purpose and the end result of the representation, 
one can follow the transition between idea or concept and final execution more closely. This 

boek_G7_BEYLS.indb   187 9/10/14   20:10



188

is a type of drawing that, as it stands for itself, usually represents a thought, an emotion, an 
abstract concept or an observation. The di!erence between these modes of drawing could also 
be formulated as a series of questions: Do we pass the time, unconsciously doodling? What 
do we aim for when we are drawing? Do we need to plan an object? Do we wish to record a 
moment or image? Do we need to solve a problem? In the latter instance, for example,  drawing 
can allow for the visualization and resolution of complex ideas or concepts. Drawing as a 
problem-solving tool goes beyond its function as a graphical representation, and allows for 
its creator to externalize, dissect and construct concepts that are often complex and some-
times even abstract. This type of drawing can range from the relatively recognizable sketches 
many architects execute while studying the spatial constraints of their projects, to the more 
diagrammatic representations that a quantum physicist would draw in order to understand a 
particular vector.

In the specific case of what could be called the representational mode of drawing, there are 
a number of considerations one must take into account with regard to the results it produces, 
notably of how closely the finished drawing resembles its subject matter. Even this is a di"-
cult judgment, as the closeness of the representation to the represented object is often a matter 
of opinion, as drawings are more frequently analyzed from the standpoint of their artistic 
value rather than their e"ciency or correctness in representing a particular object.

In order to better understand this process, it is best to analyze how a human proceeds in the 
decision-making process during drawing.

On any given day, you sit down in order to make a drawing. This may happen because 
you find a subject matter compelling, or because you want to record a fleeting moment, or 
even because you have some spare time on your hands and wish to spend it practicing your 
drawing skills.

What to draw

You have your paper and drawing materials readily at hand, you sit down, and the first thing 
you do is to take in the scene you are about to draw. Perhaps it is a mountainous landscape, a 
majestic sea vista, or even just some interesting detail in your backyard. Before you even sat 
down you had already made the first conscious decision in this complex process. You decided, 
in general strokes, what to draw. This decision may have stemmed from a personal preference 
for a particular subject matter, from its availability at the time, or perhaps it was an assign-
ment you were given by someone else.

One might consider that Beyls approaches drawing from a radically di!erent standpoint than 
the average human being. In a way, the main di!erence between him and an ordinary person 
drawing is that he chooses to create a mediation between his thought processes and the graphical 
representation that is the result of his process—he speaks of it as a residue (his drawings are not 
produced with visible reality in mind). This is accomplished mostly by giving his algorithmic 
creations a certain amount of control over the outcome of the drawing, but also by creating con-
straints and generative traits in his algorithm that make his drawings in a sense more realistic 
(more closely bound to the reality they represent) than those a human could make. In representa-
tional drawing one could argue that no matter how competent the artist is, there will always be 
some amount of distortion introduced in the process between sight, perception, interpretation and 
representation. This is not true when speaking of the work of a draughtsman that is mainly algo-
rithm, and is programmed in such a way that once the initial parameters of the thought process 
that will generate the drawing are introduced, there will be mostly no deviation from an abso-
lutely faithful reproduction of those parameters in the form of a drawing. Where a human sees, 
artist’s algorithms think and then reproduce their thought processes faithfully. The emergent 
rules they refer to cannot be questioned by preconceptions, by glitches in perception, by personal 
preferences or styles, or by material constraints. This is, in a way, a purer form of representation, 
as the lines of the drawing not only configure spatial relations and shapes, but also represent 
concrete constraints, parameters or decision processes.
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[152] Peter Beyls, New York, 2010, digital movie, variable dimensions

boek_G7_BEYLS.indb   189 9/10/14   20:10



190

[163] Peter Beyls, Santa Barbara, 2011, digital movie, variable dimensions
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In this sense, what Beyls is drawing, even if almost always formally recognizable by the viewer, 
and aesthetically similar to drawings made by any artist, is di!erent from its inception. When 
using an algorithm, what to draw is no longer a one-directional decision, in which the artist 
simply decides on the nature of his subject matter and proceeds to execute it, but as the algo-
rithm introduces inevitable variability and even unpredictability to the process, decisions are 
shared both by the human and non-human participant. The subject matter is no longer a sim-
ple quantifiable object, idea or scene, but having an evolutionary nature, one could argue that 
the algorithm itself, the results it produces—or both—are what is being drawn.

From where to draw

After deciding what to draw, you proceed to make the second decision, perhaps the most impor-
tant one that you will make during this process, and that is from where to draw the scene. Let’s 
say you decided to draw a view of your backyard, because it is spring and the cherry trees are 
looking particularly appealing. You walk around for a bit, trying to find both an interesting 
viewpoint from which to draw, and one which suits your drawing skills and particular mood. 
Also, if you are going to take some time for your drawing, you might be interested in choos-
ing a comfortable position, one where you can sit for a couple of hours while executing your 
drawing. Immediately you know that you will neither be standing on a step-ladder to draw the 
trees from above, nor lying on the ground to achieve a more radical perspective. So, you grab 
a bench from the kitchen, and install yourself at a medium-height position, where you can see 
and draw the trees from a certain distance, albeit from a relatively standard viewpoint. At this 
point, you might take the time to look at your subject for some time, just taking in the shapes 
and colors of the scene. This is an important moment; it provides the information you will 
need in order to proceed.

In an average human, the decision relating to the viewpoint from which to draw could be 
subject to any number of cultural, sociological or personal preferences. This means that art-
ists stemming from di!erent cultural backgrounds would probably make di!erent decisions 
when regarding the same subject matter. Also, the question of mood will depend on many and 
complex issues that vary according to the individual. As far as Beyls’ work goes, the question 
of the mood that leads to a certain decision in relation to a certain issue may be more complex, 
and perhaps less conscious. If the average artist can relatively easily analyze his motiva-
tions in choosing his subject matter, if he predisposes himself to a moderate amount of auto- 
analysis, Beyls programs an algorithm that will to an extent create the drawing autonomously. 
This means that the end result of a drawing in the artist’s case will be further removed from 
the initial considerations or ideas he may have wanted to develop through the creation of the 
algorithm. As such, the mood that produces his drawings may be less clear to the observer, as 
the transformation process of his original idea into a graphical representation has been more 
complex, and in a way less deliberately directed towards the production of the drawing.

When thinking of drawing, apart from an accidental mark-making process from which our 
perceptual system could infer some sort of logical or familiar image, such as a cloud formation, 
markings in the sand, or a damp spot on the wall, we usually think of a drawing as being a form 
of graphical representation. It can be a representation of very concrete and recognizable elements, 
such as people, landscapes, and objects, or, on the other hand, it could be the representation of 
a thought process or idea, even if these are more abstract and intangible in nature. These are, in 
broad strokes, the function and characteristics we usually attribute to drawing.

Drawings also tend to hold added interest for us humans because they have been produced 
by other humans, which—regardless of the interest the subject matter itself holds for us—
requires for us to look at them and try to understand them. Holding this definition of drawing 
in mind, as being a representation created by humans for humans, one must think of whether a 
drawing created by an algorithm programmed by a human falls within the same classification 
system. Is it possible to view a drawing that, in a sense was not created directly by a human 
being, in the same category of one that was?
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An artist holds ultimate control over his decisions 
when making a drawing, from what to draw, to the 
materials and style used in the drawing. In Beyls’ 
work, drawing is on its own within the algorithmic 
system and decisions are made in a semi-autonomous 
way once the algorithm takes over. All the decisions 
that both the artist and ultimately the algorithm 
make/create have been reached once whatever means 
of externalization being used touches the paper sur-
face. So the drawing becomes an almost independent 
entity, independent from the observation of reality, or 
from the direct decisions of who is producing it. It is 
a child of the combination of constraints that Beyls 
has programmed, but also of the dynamic nature of 
the algorithm itself. Figure [164] displays the serial 
multiplicity characteristic of the Threshold Algorithm 
of the early 1980s. The algorithm considers random 
numbers against a given threshold; if the number is 
lower than the threshold, the current value (0 or 1) 
is continued, if higher, the value is inverted (0 to 1, 
or 1 to 0). A color image is computed from a binary 
one (black and white cells) by applying a color lookup 
table as a function of the cell’s local neighborhood.

Which material to use

You have your complete drawing kit with you, so you 
could use several types of pencils, pens, china ink, 
felt markers, pastels, or even a brush and some acrylic 
paints. Given the delicate nature and coloring of your 
chosen subject matter, you decide upon a selection of 
colored pencils, in appropriate shades of pink, brown, 
and green. Choosing from all your papers and can-
vases, you also decide on a sheet of plain white A3 
paper, as you wish to keep the coloring of the back-
ground to a minimum (this will also come in handy, 
as you don’t have a larger drawing board to take out-
side with you). Another extremely important decision 
is creeping up on you, the fourth so far, and that is 
the question of which parts of the scene are you going 
to include in your drawing? You are constrained, of 
course, by the scale that the drawing paper limits you 
to, relative to the size of your subject matter, and as 
such, you may decide on a more general view, includ-
ing the trees from top to bottom, or alternatively, you 
may choose to draw just a detail of those trees.

In Beyls’ case, the decision about the choice of 
material to use is three-fold: in a sense, hardware and 
the algorithm used to generate the conditions that will 
lead to the drawing constitute two-thirds of the mate-
rial, and the plotter or other device that actually pro-
duces the drawing is but the last third of the material. 
This is di!erent from the normal drawing process, in 

[164] Peter Beyls, TRS4, 1982, three drawings,  
ink on paper, 550 mm x 550 mm each
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which the eye and the mind could also be considered the material, but one has to remember that 
in Beyls’ case these are also present during the process, albeit in a slightly di!erent function.

When drawing the scene he wishes to represent, a human is limited both by personal pref-
erence and by the limitation of his visual system, which only allows him a restricted field of 
vision (that is if, once again, one is considering a realistic representation of a scene, which 
presupposes a fixed viewpoint, rather than a more abstract or complex representation, such 
as those created by Cubist artists in the beginning of the twentieth century, where multiple 
viewpoints were represented simultaneously). For Beyls, on the other hand, the limitations of 
the scene are more complex, or even unlimited (and at very least unpredictable), as they do 
not arise from direct observation.

It is necessary to pause momentarily in the description of the human drawing process, as 
an important factor has not yet been considered: are you an experienced draughtsman or not? 
All decisions up to this point could be made by both experienced and inexperienced people, 
but would produce very di!erent end results. An inexperienced person also makes decisions 
when drawing, but one could argue that those decisions are reached in a more unconscious 
manner, and as such, the results they produce are more dependent on chance. Not having the 
benefit of extensive previous experience in drawing will increase the di"culty of predicting 
the results all these decisions will have, and also make it harder to anticipate, evaluate, and 
correct eventual mistakes. If one extends this notion of experience to Beyls’ work, one should 
distinguish the type of programming he executes from that of an average programmer, as the 
objective of his programs is di!erent from those usually created with the purpose of resolving 
a practical concern. One could draw an analogy to the modes of drawing described earlier, in 
the sense that his programming is closer to the non-subsidiary form of drawing, the type of 
drawing in which the drawing is the purpose in itself, and does not serve a di!erent purpose 
such as the creation of meaning or form. His programing serves the creation of function-
ing (not functional) algorithms that produce marks that have both artistic and informational 
meaning, and not functions that are meant to solve problems.

When speaking about drawing and painting, an expression often used for someone expe-
rienced is that they have an artist’s eye. As this is a common expression, one should stop and 
consider what implications it has: If a trained artist has an artist’s eye, that would seem to imply 
that an untrained person has a di!erent type of eye. If you infer directly from this expression, 
you have to suspect that an artist sees things in a di!erent way than other people do (to this 
expression, one should probably also add the expression an artist’s hand, as in the creation of an 
artwork, the gaze has to be intricately connected to the motor skills that allow for its successful 
resolution). The veracity of this popular expression can be verified in recent studies (Miall & 
Tchalenko 2001) that have shown that an experienced painter, for example, has a very di!erent 
approach to drawing than an inexperienced person. Both his hand movements and his gaze 
operate in a wholly dissimilar way from that of an amateur. He looks at the objects he is draw-
ing more often and for longer periods of time than the inexperienced subjects. His gaze (ocular 
fixation) is also much more precise, in the sense that, in comparison to amateurs, he will lock it 
on a certain detail for much longer, whereas the inexperienced subject’s gaze will usually fixate 
on several positions at each time. This is not at all surprising, as anyone who is used to drawing 
regularly will know that whilst observing an object you know what you are looking for, and your 
observation is never mindless or pointless. In Beyls’ reality there is a conscious and voluntary 
split between the artist’s mind and the artist’s hand as he allows himself access to both the ini-
tial part of the creation process, through the algorithm, and to the latter part of it, through the 
direct intervention upon the drawings that the algorithm produces.

In general, the notion of knowing what you are looking for is not exclusive to an artist that 
is drawing. The search for meaning or form is transversal to all artistic forms, from music to 
literature, and also in Beyls’ work, in which the tool for search is a fairly recent one—namely 
software. As inexperienced persons will rapidly become aware, the search for a mode of artis-
tic representation, in whichever medium it might be, presupposes an intention and a mode 
of reasoning that are not usually applied in everyday life. In more manual activities such as 
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[165] Peter Beyls, Untitled (O100), 2009, drawings, ink on paper, 252 mm x 252 mm each
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[166] Peter Beyls, Untitled (CMB36), 2009, drawings, ink on paper,  
260 mm x 210 mm each
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[167] Peter Beyls, Untitled (CP28), 1992, drawing, ink on paper, 503 mm x 628 mm
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drawing, painting or sculpture, the intellectual search process is closely assisted by motor 
skills, as a back-and-forth relationship between mind, eye and hand is inherent. This creates 
a feedback loop in which all three aspects of creation become entangled, and feed o! each 
other. The artist’s process is not as direct; the autonomy of his algorithms oftentimes block 
him from entering this feedback process, as they evolve in a semi-autonomous manner. He 
has to consider probabilities rather than certain outcomes, as mostly, he will not be able to 
control them completely.

Having decided that you want to draw a relatively common frontal view of a group of trees, 
including the ground they stand on, but also their leaves and flowers, you can start working. 
If you are experienced in drawing, and we will now assume that you are, you will start the 
complex search and decision process involved in representing the multitude of items con-
tained within your chosen scene. Amongst many other decisions, you will have to be able to 
represent shapes in their correct relative position, scale and also color. Depending on how you 
approach your problem, you will move either from the general to the particular, by creating 
a first draft of your composition, or alternatively, you could also start from any given point 
and work from there. Trained artists usually opt for the first approach, as it is best to first lay 
down general strokes of the composition, and worry about details once you know where they 
are meant to go.

In software, the progression from general to particular seems to be the norm, as the pro-
gram represents only a very small part of the inherent possibilities. By choosing what type 
of algorithm to create, Beyls immediately limits his scope of action to a particular problem or 
rule-set, much as a trained artist will limit his representation through successive approxima-
tions in drawing.

One must also consider that the artist’s work is not meant to reproduce visible reality in 
the same way that a drawing of the representational type would. More accurately, it often por-
trays invisible realities, such as assimilation, interference or evolution processes within the 
algorithm, which are nonetheless often visible to even the most ingenuous observer. Often, if 
looking at concrete examples of his work, the visual interpretation will be the burden of the 
observer, as rather than reproducing concrete objects, his drawings represent algorithmic pro-
cesses, which are by nature evolutionary or generative. Even if you know absolutely nothing 
about programming, or about how the artist created his drawings, when observing them you 
immediately get a sense of familiarity and recognition. In a way, they are extremely accurate 
representations of the reality he means to explore through his algorithmic creations. Drawing, 
in his case, is the clearest possible language with which to interpret and make visible to oth-
ers concepts that would otherwise be complex. Being used to observe and interpret drawings 
based mostly on their correctness or artistic quality, one faces an interesting challenge when 
observing Beyls’ drawings.

Often, in his algorithmic drawings, one can see the thought process behind them, that is to 
say, the constraints and programming of the system. In a way, these particularities are similar 
to the drawing style of a particular draughtsman, who is neither the artist nor the algorithm 
alone, but rather both, combined.

So, now you start drawing, and proceed with as many decisions as are needed to success-
fully complete your drawing, as you lay down your first lines. What is the relative scale of the 
trunk in relation to the foliage? Is that branch longer or shorter? What is the direction of that 
one branch relative to the other? How are the flowers spaced in relation to the leaves? What is 
the particular shape of each of these elements?

Drawings sequence

This moment speaks to a particular di"culty in drawing, which lies in planning the sequence 
in which you are going to proceed. In any observed scene or group of objects, it is inevitable 
that some overlaps between elements will occur. Some objects may be closer to the observer 
than others, while some can be larger than others. This is a problem you are not consciously 
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[168] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1997, drawing, ink on paper, 280 mm x 280 mm
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[169] Peter Beyls, Untitled (JST3), 2001, drawings, ink on paper, 503 mm x 652 mm each
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[170] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1981–1982, six drawings, ink on paper, 242 mm x 280 mm each
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[171] Peter Beyls, Dust, 2005, drawing, ink on paper, 590 mm x 500 mm
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[172] Peter Beyls, WindChime, 2010, web-driven audiovisual installation, variable dimensions (image inverted for printing)
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aware of while perceiving the scene, but which you can become acutely aware of once you 
start drawing. The spatial relations between objects in an observed scene are nothing more 
than topological relations that can be described as being in front of, behind, below, or above. 
If you were drawing in China ink, for example, an incorrect planning of the drawing sequence 
would probably lead to errors in the representation. If you first drew a branch that is further 
to the front, and then proceeded to draw one further to the back, without interrupting the line 
you are using, there would be visible superimpositions that might make the interpretation of 
your drawing more di"cult. For example, if you think of a line-drawing in which a line passes 
behind a surface, you will observe a T-like intersection e!ect. This e!ect, called a junction, 
represents a discontinuity in objects that in a drawing has to be represented correctly for an 
observer to interpret correctly.

In Beyls’ work, the problem of sequence is slightly divergent from that seen in the normal 
drawing sequence, as an extra step exists in its inception: that of programming the algorithm. 
One could argue that sequence is more relevant at this stage, as the drawings he produces are 
marks that the algorithm itself creates based on what it knows. As such, timing and sequence 
in this type of process are more relevant in the first stages, when in drawing they are more 
present in later stages of the process.

Also, because of the overlaps between di!erent elements in your scene, and once you move 
from the territory of visual perception into that of drawing, you will have to constantly bear in 
mind the occlusions presented by them in the drawing, and try to draw the corresponding lines 
in a correct way. The representation of occlusion in a drawing not only depends on the correct 
observation of a scene but also on the elimination of what is called hidden lines. Hidden line 
removal is intimately connected to the drawing sequence, as it can only be achieved if you 

[173] Peter Beyls, Untitled (ASP), 2003, drawing, ink and watercolor on paper, 280 mm x 360 mm
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plan your drawing correctly, and do not draw strong 
or marked lines that could lead an observer into an 
erroneous perception of what your drawing is meant 
to depict. Figure [168] displays an example of a draw-
ing with overlapping shapes.

While understanding the positions of overlapping 
objects in an actual scene is quite easy for anyone, 
even for small children, it becomes another matter 
once you move into the territory of drawing, in which 
there has to be a transformation of three-dimensional 
reality into a two-dimensional representation. For 
instance, younger children usually show problems 
in drawing as far as hidden-line elimination goes. 
When drawing a scene, they tend to draw all objects 
with complete contours, which gives their drawings 
a peculiar transparency e!ect. This probably stems 
from a propensity children have to enunciate shapes 
as if they were items on a shopping list, such as the 
trunk of the tree, the flower, the leaf, etc. It also points 
to an increased di"culty in creating viewer-centered 
drawings—this means that children do not represent 
objects from a specific viewpoint, but rather from a 
typical or canonical view. This tendency can persist 
in untrained or inexperienced adults when drawing.

In your case you are using colored pencils to draw 
your backyard scene, so some amount of modification 
and correction can always be made. Still, in order to 
avoid the problems described above, you will have 
to carefully plan your drawing sequence. If you start 
with a general draft or outline, it is probably wise to 
use a lighter colored pencil first, so as not to disturb 
the interpretation of subsequent layers. If your eye 
worked as a camera and your hand as a printer, this 
would not be a problem, as all elements of the scene 
would be captured simultaneously, and then rendered 
simultaneously. This has implications in the planning 
of the drawing, but also in the constant reevaluation 
process needed in order to draw. Typically, an artist is 
always going back and forth between what he is see-
ing and what he is drawing.

This is perhaps the best explanation for why most 
trained artists approach drawing from a top-down 
approach—the successive limitation of the drawing 
space and elements through one or several prepara-
tory sketches, e!ectively reduces the surface area 
with which the artist must concern himself, both while 
drawing and while checking what he is drawing. This 
way, the thought process can proceed along the lines 
of what is no longer in the scope of the drawing, rather 
than having to consider all the elements of a scene 
constantly.

Beyls describes his work as following a bottom-up 
structure rather than a top-down one. His process 

[174] Peter Beyls, Untitled (RP28), 1974, two drawings,  
ink on paper, 360 mm x 270 mm each
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starts with small units of meaning that through the 
organization his algorithms generate will become 
increasingly more complex. Drawing is a process of 
analysis, in which visible reality is deconstructed and 
scrutinized from the general to the particular, only to 
be reconstructed as a whole on paper. As such, a typi-
cal drawing in the context of this text refers to a com-
bination of thought and understanding of an external 
reality that the artist chose to represent, whereas the 
artist’s work tends to be a materialization of a com-
bination of thought processes he himself might not 
have been aware of consciously. His two selves (one 
human, one algorithm) allow him to oscillate between 
his original intentions and the marks they create 
through the algorithm.

In the relation between the artist, the algorithm 
and the drawing, one could also ponder upon the fact 
of whether it is the machine drawing, or the human? 
Do they function as one single-minded organism, as 
the machine is also an extension of its creator’s mind? 
Or is this relation more akin to a type of collaborative 
work, as one would find when two artists with di!er-
ent viewpoints work collaboratively?

Considering the drawings, once you get past the 
surface and the meaning of the representation, you 
have to think about who is actually drawing—is it 
the person who programmed the constraints and the 
starting point for the algorithm that will generate the 
drawing, without being sure of the graphical outcome, 
or is it the algorithm, which uses drawing as a tool 
to express its calculations? Perhaps the best answer 
would be that one cannot directly compare his draw-
ings to those produced by human beings with the pur-
pose of creating representations of objects or scenes 
(representational drawings), as that is not their main 
purpose. They are rather a sort of second-thought rep-
resentation of the artist’s thought processes, filtered 
through particular algorithms that are constrained 
by certain types of visualization or externalization 
techniques.

In some examples of his work, Beyls will take the 
drawings produced by the algorithm, and proceed to 
work on them by adding color washes [173]. This is an 
interesting part of his work, because after in a way 
allowing control to slip through his fingers for the 
greater part of the image creation process, he reclaims 
it through manual intervention upon the drawing. 
When the drawing produced by the algorithm is 
printed out, representing a visual mark of its think-
ing process, and the author then proceeds to intervene 
upon it, does this mark the end of the creation process, 
and what does it mean in terms of artistic control over 
the outcome?

[175] Peter Beyls, Untitled (RW3), 1979-1981, drawings, ink on 
paper, 325 mm x 246 mm each
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[176] Peter Beyls, Untitled (LH4), 1982, drawings, ink on paper, 590 mm x 680 mm each
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[177] Peter Beyls, SwingArm, 1999, portfolio of twenty unique inkjet prints, 594 mm x 420 mm each
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[178] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1981, drawing, ink on paper, 224 mm x 200 mm

[179] Peter Beyls, Animat, 1989, software, variable dimensions
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[180] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1981, three drawings, 
ink on paper, 565 mm x 565 mm each

I have chosen to look more closely at some of the art-
ist’s many drawings, and for the most part they are 
organized in chronological order. Rather than organiz-
ing them in categories, dependent on other constraints 
such as shape or scale, this allows for the analysis 
of their visual progression over the years, as both the 
artist’s programming and visualization or output tech-
niques evolve.

In the two plotter drawings in figure [174], one can 
observe two variations on the same principle: interfer-
ence. In the first drawing, patterns clash in the middle 
of the composition, creating a stronger disturbance 
there, whereas in the second drawing this interference 
pattern is created in the periphery of the drawing. To a 
casual observer, the patterns that emerge bring to mind 
the clashing intersection of waves, moving in opposite 
directions. This is clearly visible, even though there 
is a high level of abstraction in this representation, 
created in black lines on a white background, with all 
its curvature and an organic feel only hinted at, and 
never actually portrayed.

The pair of black-and-white drawings in figure 
[175] display a geometric structure grown from a start-
ing point in the center of the rectangular drawing sur-
face. The algorithm takes random directions in steps 
of 90 degrees. However, step size is subject to addi-
tional constraints.

In the behavioral system depicted in figure [176], 
one can see intention/purpose in the path of the di!er-
ently colored lines. There is a deliberateness that the 
simpler lines show, an objective that is clearly made 
visible in the drawings. Each of the three drawings 
shows a variation of how this objective is pursued, 
and the di"culties encountered. The compositions 
are quite di!erent, though they issue from a single 
generative algorithm.

In the three drawings of figure [180], the line again 
moves with apparent purpose, but it possesses a more 
organic quality, similar to the path of a snail on a 
wall, or any slow-moving animal leaving its tracks on 
the ground. Although one still sees only a line, a dot 
that has gone for a walk, its organic quality begins to 
evoke other associations, much more closely related 
to the interpretation of representational images.

The works in figure [093] and figure [095] are based 
on plotted drawings. They are di!erent from the bulk 
of the artist’s works because in them, he chose to go 
full circle in the creation process by adding colored 
washes to the generated drawings. What immediately 
becomes clear when comparing these drawings to 
those he didn’t intervene upon is that they have a more 
human look and feel. The irregularities and nuances 
in the watercolor he applied make the strictness of the 
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[181] Peter Beyls, Untitled (EGen), 2000, drawing, ink on paper, 643 mm x 902 mm

under-drawing dissolve almost completely, rendering the observer capable of imagining that 
the whole drawing was done by hand. The inclusion of this organic treatment immediately 
evokes drawings of autumnal leaves, flowers and natural scenes. In a way, this treatment con-
tradicts the nature of the base-drawing, not only from the technical standpoint, but also from 
the conceptual standpoint, as it denies, up to a degree, the mechanical nature of the original 
drawing, both in its inception and in its execution.

In the drawings of figures [183] and [186], the black and white line evokes mostly natural, 
flat shapes, such as leaves. What is most interesting about these drawings is that more com-
plex three-dimensional hints can be seen, such as transparency e!ects—when lines cross 
over one another—and relatively complex occlusion e!ects—when parts of the shapes are not 
visible. These hints lead to a much more spatial interpretation of these drawings, as the mind 
searches for the cues of the perceived three-dimensionality of the image.

Also in the line of the earlier vegetation drawings, the drawing in figure [181] can bring to 
mind other more complex interpretations: those of larger landscapes, in which the line rep-
resents trees or even geological formations. It is mainly a matter of how the lines are drawn, 
the small interruptions one can see along them, and the line width itself that give the illusion 
of them being drawings of larger-scale objects. Usually, in Beyls’ drawings, regardless of the 
scale of the output, drawings seem to represent small and delicate shapes.

A more recent drawing [187] illustrates a further jump in the complexity of the representation, 
as suddenly we can see almost complete parts of bodies, hands or fingers in the representation. 
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[182] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1988, drawing, ink and watercolor on paper, 206 mm x 270 mm
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[183] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1990, drawings, ink on paper, 290 mm x 340 mm each
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[184] Peter Beyls, Untitled (LJP), 1981, three drawings, ink on paper, 480 mm x 480 mm each
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[184] Peter Beyls, Untitled (LJP), 1981, three drawings, ink on paper, 480 mm x 480 mm each
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Because of superimpositions, occlusions and junc-
tions, but mostly because of the repetition and thicken-
ing of some lines, these shapes become more  distinct 
looking than in any other drawing.

First, consider the image in figure [184], produced in 
1981. It shows three consecutive phases of an algorithm 
attempting to reorganize a population of line segments. 
The procedure involves swapping the location of lines 
as a function of certain features like color, orientation 
and size. Next, let’s address the image in figure [168], the 
flower-like shapes created in 1997. By accident or by 
design, after looking at this selection of drawings, the 
evolutionary tendency of the artist’s drawings through 
time show them to look more and more like concrete 
representations over the years. From an observer’s 
standpoint, if in earlier examples there was a higher 
level of abstraction present in the representations than 
was the case in more recent examples, this seems to 
have evolved into drawings that look more concrete. 
However, this does not necessarily mean that the art-
ist has wanted the level of representation to become 
closer to images we could associate with real objects or 
scenes, as the representation itself is never his primary 
or single concern. It speaks to a higher level of program-
ming and of plotting or drawing techniques that allow 
for this increase in complexity. So, the conclusion and 
decision that here are more complex representations, 
recognizable by a human as almost human artifacts, 
is made by the observer, and not by the creator. When 
beginning their careers, many artists start working on 
concrete representations, and later progress towards 
abstraction. The images they produce tend to travel 
towards the abstract, as the refinement of concept and 
technique allows them to become more expressions of 
ideas and concepts, and less representations of the real. 
In Beyls’ case, as the algorithm becomes increasingly 
complex, (as a consequence of increasingly complex 
reasoning and programming) the visualization tends in 
the direction, not of increasing abstraction, but rather 
towards increasing recognition, or towards a drawing 
that, when observed by a human looking for a drawing 
made by another human, evokes more images.
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[189] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1990, drawings, ink on paper, 290 mm x 340 mm each

[188] Peter Beyls, Untitled, 1990, drawing, ink and watercolor on paper, 270 mm x 350 mm
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[190] Peter Beyls, Arcs, 1982, part of four drawings, ink on paper, 286 mm x 166 mm each
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[191] Peter Beyls, RPX, 1974-1975, drawing, blue ink on paper, 360 mm x 270 mm
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