CHAPTER 19

IMAGINE WATTEAU

Oliver Wunsch

It appears as if in a dream, emerging from a blur of pixels: Antoine Watteau'’s long-
lost painting Abigail Bringing Food to David. Art historians know the work only by its
title, which refers to the Old Testament story of Abigail mollifying the bellicose
David and his men by offering them large amounts of food. The picture disappeared
soon after Watteau submitted it to the French Royal Academy of Painting and
Sculpture in 1709, leaving scholars to wonder how the French painter of amorous
seduction had handled a biblical subject. Yet here it is on my screen, or at least a
digital simulation of it, produced by the Al image platform known as Midjourney
(fig. 19.1).
Laugh, if you like, at the image’s many deficiencies, its mangled hands and
Cabbage Patch faces. Mock, if you must, its inscrutable details, such as the back-
ground figure who rends her garments for no discernible reason, or the bag-headed
man on the right, standing alongside a server with a strangely poufy bonnet who
pours a drink for no one in particular (fig. 19.2). But if you are like me, your amuse-
ment will come with a tinge of sadness. The feeling comes, I think, less from the
shortcomings of the image than from the premise behind its creation, the futile
impulse to recover the missing object. My response to the image therefore offers a
prime example of the melancholy that Michael Ann Holly has identified behind all
art historical study: “The melancholy that courses through the history of art is a
product of its perhaps unconscious awareness that works that seem so present are

actually absent.”? Holly speaks here not only about missing and destroyed works of
art,




Fig. 19.1. Digital simulation

of Antoine Watteau (French,
1684-1721), Abigail Bringing
Food to David (1709), response
to “Watteau’s painting showing
the 01d Testament story of

Ahigail offering large quantities
of food to David and his men,”
2023

Fig. 19.2. Detail of fig. 19.1




potential use case for artificial intelligence, arguing tha't the algorithmic analysis
of an artist’s surviving work might allow for the r?creatlon of what has. been ]0.St.3
The sophistication of the technology has improvec_l in recent years (notmthstandmg
the risible details of my Watteau), and collaborations between museums and com-
puter scientists have yielded remarkably plausible results.*

What, though, do such images reveal? Based as they are on data about work
that has endured, they fill holes with reconstituted versions of what we already pos-
sess. To convince us that they recuperate a forgotten past, they must remind us of
what we know, flattering our preconceptions about how an artist’s work ought to
look. What they show, then, is less a lost fragment of history than a reflection of our
own art historical desires. It is these desires that I wish to analyze via my artificially
resuscitated Watteau. In both its glitches and strengths, it allows us to work through
the sadness lurking within our discipline’s emerging digital unconscious.

My image begins as text. Midjourney, like many other Al image generators, produces
its results in response to “prompts” that users write in ordinary language (compet-
itors such as Dall-E 3 and Stable Diffusion operate according to the same principle,
though Midjourney’s developers have sought to distinguish their product by claim-
ing that it possesses a greater mastery of artistic terminology and effects)’ Every
Midjourney prompt opens with the command “/imagine” followed by a description
of the desired image. In my case, I prompt the program with the words “limagine
Watteau’s painting showing the Old Testament story of Abigail offering large quan-
tities of food to David and his men.” The program does not treat the words as search
terms to retrieve an existing image. Instead, it identifies visual patterns that were
correlated with each of my words in a vast trove of images that developers used to
train it. Midjourney then produces my image by starting with a randomly generated
grid of pixels and looking at it for any patterns that were associated with my prompt
terms. It then amplifies these patterns while reducing the surrounding noise in
successive stages, each time finding and accentuating anything that appears con-
sistent with my words. The process is not so different from Leonardo’s practice of
searching the veins of a rock for the outlines of a battle or human face.® It is closer
still to the methods of the eighteenth-century artist Alexander Cozens, who pro-

duced landscape Paintings by refining the accidental forms within inkblots
(fig. 19.3)." Like Cozens, Midjourney finds design within chance.
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Fig. 19.3. Alexander Cozens (English, 1717-1786),

A New Method of Assisting the Invention in Drawing Original
Compositions of Landscape (London: J. Dixwell, 1785),

plate 14. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library,

Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut

program relies on the Large-Scale Artificial Intelligence Open Network (LAION), a
collection of 5.85 billion images and associated text scraped from the internet.® If
Midjourney has a “memory,” then it is the memory formed by the images that
humans have put online. For this reason, scholars in media studies often speak of
generative Al as exhibiting a “collective imaginary” OT “collective unconscious.”®
The terms are apt, but the “collective” here is an unconventional one, referring less
to a social unit than to a technological one.'® What makes the unconscious of gen-
erative Al distinctive is the very fact that it is not located within any definable group.
It is not so much a shared subjectivity as it is a digital aggregate that no human

community possesses.
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For a well-known artist such as Watteau, this digital Unconscious runs dee?,
though its underlying character remains so.mewt-la-t difficult t.o pr(-)b.e. As of.thls
writing, the LAION database of images on whllch Midjourney .tralned '1s macc.esmble.
having been taken offline after researchers discovered that it cofua.med child por-
nography.'" Even if public access were restored.' we would remain Tgnorant of the
way the developers of the Al model assigned weights to the dataset’s conu'ents. We
can nonetheless get an approximate sense of Midjourney’s reference points and
priorities from the company’s founder, who has stated that the model’s horizon of
vision is “pretty much the internet.”'? In the case of Watteau, the internet provides
a comprehensive but not entirely balanced view of the artist’s work. Nearly every
known, surviving painting in Watteau’s oeuvre is represented online, thanks to
Martin Eidelberg’s ongoing efforts to assemble a digital catalogue raisonné.” But
such scholarly undertakings do not, as far as we know, carry any more importance
in the training data than other online sources. The process of data aggregation
blends the content of academic resources with files from other websites, ranging
from image-licensing agencies to print-on-demand poster shops. Because most of
these websites are oriented toward popular interest and commercial appeal, they
hew closely to the artist’s most canonical work. If the Al model takes the prevalence
of an image on the internet as an indication of significance, then what it provides
is a market cap-weighted view of an artist’s oeuvre.

To be clear, I am speculating about the workings of a technology that oper-
ates largely as a black box. But a closer look at my simulated Watteau painting con-
firms the algorithmic tendency to reinforce an artist’s best-known techniques and
effects. Consider the trees. The sagging branches and thinly painted leaves could
come from any number of Watteau’s works, but the darkened wood that looms over
the right side of the composition finds its closest match in the artist’s most canon-
ical work, The Pilgrimage to Cythera (fig. 19.4)." In both the real and virtual paintings,
the shadowy trees make the illuminated figures in the foreground stand out, draw-

ing attention to the picture’s protagonists. Watteau, in both his real and virtual

incarnations, then pulls our eyes through the composition using a meandering chain
of supporting characters who move into the distanc

e at left, disappearing into the
Vaporous haze of the background.

Other aspects of the virtual Watteau are less obviously traceable to a sin-
gle known work: instead, they appear to derive from a homogenized average of
multiple compositions. The strongly lit woman in the center of the picture, pre-
sumably representing Abigail, vaguely evokes the brightly illuminated figure in
the Accordée de village (fig. 19.6), who is far less conspicuous in the original work but
lar manner. Whatever factors went into Abigail’s
he courtly women we associate with Watteau than

is dressed and Posed in a simi
construction, she is closer to t
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Fig. 19.4. Antoine Watteau, The Pilgrimage
to Cythera, 1718-19. 0il on canvas, 47 Y x
74% in. (120 x 190 cm). Charlottenburg
Palace, Berlin

Fig. 19.5. Antoine Watteau, Fétes
Vénitiennes, 1718-19. 0il on canvas, 22 x
19in. (56 x 46 cm). Scottish National
Gallery, Edinburgh
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Fig. 19.6. Antoine Watteau,
L'Accordée de village,

¢. 1710-15. 0il on canvas,
24%: x 364 in. (63 x

92 cm). Courtesy of the
Trustees of Sir John Soane’s
Museum, London

Fig. 19.7. Peter Paul
Rubens (Flemish, 1577-
1640), The Meeting of
David and Abigail, c. 1630.
0il on panel, 11% x

26'%s in. (45 x 66 cm).
National Gallery of Art,
Washington, DC
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she is to the person described in the biblical narrative of Abigail and the icono-
graphic tradition surrounding her. When other artists represented the story, they
typically showed Abigail kneeling or prostrate before David (fig. 19.7), emphasizing
her status in the Bible as a supplicant broker of peace. It makes some sense that
Watteau would have departed from this convention, reimagining an Old Testament
narrative as a scene of modern conviviality. Watteau almost never took on subjects
of “grand manner” history painting, and he therefore might have simply adapted
a biblical narrative to his distinctive pictorial idiom. Indeed, it is hard to imagine
Watteau presenting Abigail making the demonstrative gestures that we find in, for
instance, Rubens’s treatment of the subject. Watteau rarely produced figures whose
poses are so legible, whose interior thoughts and feelings are so transparent.

Yet, what if he surprised us? Here, I think, is where the Al rendering pro-
duces its biggest disappointments and most disturbing implications. Probabilistic
by design, Al image generators encode pixels according to their likelihood. If dra-
matic gestures do not appear in an artist’s oeuvre, Midjourney has little reason to
invent them. Each of its images begin with randomly generated noise, but the ale-
atory elements of the process remain bound by a model that prioritizes patterns
and reiteration.

The system'’s repetitions are not easy to recognize because they are always
reformulations, not exact copies. The virtual Abigail is nowhere in Watteau'’s exist-
ing paintings, yet she is also everywhere, living in what computer scientists call
“latent space,” the field of potential images that exist between the known data
points. She takes the uncanny form of the familiar presented in an unfamiliar guise.
The disquieting effect goes beyond the well-known glitches in early Al images, such
as extra fingers and errant limbs. If anything, those visible “mistakes” provide reas-
surance, allowing us to securely categorize an Al image as a mirage. As the technol-
ogy improves and the missteps become harder to spot, the uncanniness of the
creations will only become more acute. The risk here is not simply that art histori-
ans will lose the ability to distinguish the real from the virtual, but that we will
struggle to separate new insights from repackaged versions of old ones. It is worth
remembering that uncanny experiences, in Freud’s original formulation, originate
in “unintended repetition” and the sense of déja vu.'s The compulsion to repeat,
Freud suggested, is what made uncanny experiences neurotic and not merely strange-.
An eerie dream unsettles us because it recycles a primal urge or repressed experi-
ence while giving it a new face. 43%

If there is therapeutic value to be found in my ersatz Watteau, then, 1t 15
in the chance that it provides to confront the art historical comPUlSiUfn to restate
what we already know. Let us therefore use the image notas a ‘Supel“i’lclﬁl1 means of
filling a gap in the artist’s oeuvre but as a way of learning to live with the ho.le. 'In
this respect, the most productive aspect of the image may be found in 1ts
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Fig. 19.8. Detail of fig. 19.1

upper-right corner, where the canvas appears to sag and the darkened paint ripples
with faux craquelure (fig. 19.8). The details are troubling in their counterfeit mate-
riality, giving false substance to a work that exists only in digital code. But as signs
of age and mutability, the cracks in the digital paint also contain within them an
acknowledgment of loss. Only here does the image show us the decay that it other-
wise masks. May we look for our future in those dark depths.
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