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Collage is well recognised as a vehicle of critique, once 
deployed against fascism by the Berlin Dadaists, and later 
by feminist artists to dismantle patriarchal structures. In a 
retrospective published in 2007, Lucy Lippard commended this 
“layered, cumulative mode” for its ability to “wilfully take apart 
what is”. It is a form characterised by fragmentation, multiplicity, 
and relativism. Born from the two-act performance of cutting 
away and (re)instating, collage is inherently “dialogic”, making it 
a “particularly effective medium for political art” (Ibid.). Some 
artists have used collage to suggest startling juxtapositions, or 
to imagine alternative narratives. In his new work, shown at 
Empty Gallery in Victoria, British Columbia, Paul MacIntyre 
undertakes collage as a process of culling. What, precisely, he 
culls, is at once both monotonously restricted and improbably 
wide: the source materials for this project consist of all ninety-
six issues of The Great Artists, a serial celebrating “the world’s 
most famous painters” (ranging from early Renaissance to 
postmodernism) produced in the mid-‘80s by the UK-founded, 
Singapore-adopted publishing house Marshall Cavendish. 

MacIntyre’s practice has dealt with systemisation, rules, and 
repetitive actions before, but here he takes on the role of data 
mining algorithm, methodically identifying recurring cases 
of themes and objects that must, in view of their inclusion in 
The Great Artists, be connected with greatness. The results are 
sumptuous, intricate assemblages consisting of lofty skies, 
architecture, horses, landscapes, and the word “great” itself, all 
of which lose some identity in their multitudes. Horses (without 
Lions), for example, is at first glance a bewildering mass of earth 
tones. The stark, white lines of relief allow a closer reading, 
such that individual animals, or the shapes of animals, come 
and go in a kind of sorrel myopia. Standing isolated against 
topography, a pillar denotes power and an imperial, possibly 
divine provenance, but in Inventory, the dozens of exemplars 
are neither structural nor iconic. Instead, bones in a glass 
display case come to mind, lifeless and inanimate, yet awash 
in the rosy glow of a nostalgic palette. The path to greatness is 
more explicitly grappled with by Greats in Perspective. Though 
the title wryly suggests some distant point of culmination, the 
unchanging and occasionally occlusive cloudy scenery disrupts 
this illusion. Each of the three pieces subverts the symbolism 
they fetishize. We tend to think of meaning as contingent and 
relational. Paradoxically, stripping these objects from idealised 
landscapes, beatified scenes, and the back-drops of portraits 
probes meaning to the surface. At a time of populist resurgence 
and renewed interest in greatness, what else can one hope to 
excavate when data mining the canon?

Data Mining 
the Canon
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The canon, as it happens, is one of many datasets. Writing 
one decade or so before the transformation of information 
science by machine learning, the librarian Sara Shatford 
Layne produced a seminal paper on cataloguing visual 
media. Although we now take automatic tagging and reverse 
image search for granted, in the mid-‘90s, Shatford Layne 
was concerned with the labour and tedium associated with 
manually describing and assigning attributes to centuries of 
recorded pictorial history. She also recognised the mercy at 
which the cataloguer held the searcher, explaining, “[w]hen 
devising indexing schemes or indexing images, it is necessary 
to decide which attributes need to be indexed, which can be 
simply noted in conjunction with images, and which may be 
left for the searcher of the images to perceive” (1994). From 
this work, her main contribution to information science, and 
later, computer vision research, was a layered network of 
meaning(s), at the centre of which she placed the barycentre of 
“of-ness” and “about-ness” (ibid.). Philosophers may argue the 
finer points of depiction and semiotics, but Shatford Layne had 
end users to think about, and so her authorial voice tends more 
towards intuitive technical manual than discourse. Put plainly, 
“an image of a person crying might be about sorrow. What an 
image is of is perhaps more likely to be concrete and objective, 
while what an image is about may be more likely to be abstract 
and subjective” (ibid., emphasis in original). Alternatively, 
an image of a horse could be about greatness. Shatford Layne 
called for careful curatorial decision making and reflection, 
but the subsequent availability and accessibility of computers 
ready to meet the intensive demands of big data nudged her 
vision off course. Today the hand of the cataloguer seems less a 

pivotal component in the supply chain of access to images, and 
more kernel to some future, self-organising entity; that is, it is 
possible for any database of humanly produced observations, 
descriptions, or evaluations—known in computing as a 
“ground truth”—to propagate itself into endless spread and 
growth, a new monocrop of information raised by tireless 
algorithms and fed by the “data deluge” (Anderson, 2008). 
Because of-ness is easily crowd-sourced, the nature of this 
process implicitly selects for one manner of meaning over 
the other. 

Computer vision is insensitive to the contextual and 
off-screen cues that form our lived experience, but about-
ness never really disappears; data mining simply forces 
it underground. Given enough material, latent structures 
in the data will emerge on their own. Whereas supervised 
machine learning might consist of teaching a computer to 
identify distinct eras of Western painting from a training set 
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classified by art historians, machine learning can also be left 

to its own devices—this is the unsupervised kind. From the 

corpus itself, unlikely correspondences arise, conjoining 

disparate styles, geographic regions, and periods in formation 

of a new, empirically organised canon, perhaps something 

that resembles MacIntyre’s collages. Indeed, in the popular 

imagination, the canon is unsupervised, sprung from the 

natural separation of wheat from the chaff, an implausibility 

yet to be fully reckoned with by either the Academy or art world 

at large. There is a common saying in data analysis that goes, 

“garbage in – garbage out”, or, in other words, one should expect 

spurious conclusions from spurious data. This is not to say that 

the canon is uniformly garbage, but it bears acknowledging that 

no decision-making process, however objective, is impervious 
to structural biases in the contents of its application. And, as we 
have seen in broader society, some computational “discoveries” 
lead to new understanding, but others appear suspiciously 
archaic, notably the recurrence of racist output by theoretically 
neutral algorithms. Unlike a corpus with a known cataloguer, 
datasets produced by machines retain the veneer of impartiality 
by virtue of the anonymity of the authors of that dataset, the 
accumulative efforts of years of court and medical records, 
social media interactions, and transactional encounters. Thus, 
as Caliskan and colleagues note, “[b]ias should be the expected 
result whenever even an unbiased algorithm is used to derive 
regularities from any data; bias is the regularities discovered” 
(Caliskan, Bryson, and Narayanan, 2017, emphasis mine). 
If, for instance, stereotypically African-American names are 
consistently associated with longer criminal sentences, weaker 
medical interventions, and rejected housing applications, 
computers, like children, will sense and learn to assume these 
regularities following statistical principle. In sum, explicitly 
selecting for of-ness does not guarantee the absence of about-
ness.

As a tool of the state and corporation, machine learning 
algorithms rarely deliver new insights—they are an efficient 
technology that echoes, amplifies, and ultimately sustains 
extant ugliness.  They do not cast a flattering light. Yet, as Adrian 
Mackenzie argues, “[c]onfronted with super-abundant but 
fragmented data, [machine learning] can recognize and render 
patterns that people […] cannot” (2015). This approach may 
lead to what Kirschenbaum calls a “provocation”, the insight 

 Paul D. MacIntyre, Inventory, 2019



5

gained from the close reading of many texts, rather than one 

(2007). Shatford Layne anticipated this opportunity, remarking 

that “a searcher may not be able to verbalize all of the criteria 

for a desired image, and will therefore need to be able to look at 

a group of images that meet those criteria that can be verbalized 

in order to identify the precise image needed” (1994, emphasis 

in original). Her framework assumes a critical, sentient, human 

component, one who may elect either to follow convention 

or question it. For most machine learning applications, this 

step has yet to be programmed in. By contrast, we expect 

the hand in collage, yet MacIntyre subverts this expectation 

by acting like a machine. Although Roger Cardinal writes 

that “[w]henever we sense that material bits and pieces have 

been amalgamated by human hand, we cannot but impute 

intentionality,” his description of collage as “a collection […] 

divergent origins within a collective discourse” (1994) could 

equally apply to big data, begging the question, at what point 

does the very human process of canon-building diverge from 

the presumably mindless process of data mining? In exercising 

his cull, MacIntyre performs something of a reverse image 

search by hand. The resultant montages, like all trappings of 

greatness, suggest a self-fulfilling prophecy.

— Alexis Deighton MacIntyre
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