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Evolution in Small Multiples

by Artnome - Jason Bailey

Before they go into the water, a diver cannot know what they will bring back. —Max Ernst

Digital art, and specifically generative art, is exciting for its ability to dramatically open up possibilities for artists
looking to discover and share new worlds. Exploring hundreds of variations of a single image or theme using analog
tools for drawing and painting can take years or decades. With computing and digital tools, we have the ability to
rapidly generate near-infinite variations, exploring ideas faster and deeper through systems of our own design.

Rather than act as a mirror, dutifully recreating or reporting back on the world around us, these artists often act as
a portal to an entirely new universe. A universe where the artist has crafted unique entities from scratch through
many compressed cycles of evolution. A universe where fascinating beings and impossible environments blend the
foreign and the familiar, giving us a sense that there is life here, but perhaps not life as we’ve known it.

For Field Guide, I've curated a selection of artists, each with their own distinct aesthetic, but all of whom | believe
share a circuitous process of artistic discovery and a remarkable ability to breathe life into new forms. As a
curator’s prompt, and in a nod to the new life and habitats created with generative art, I've asked the five artists to
create a set of two new works around the ideas of “specimen” and “ecosystem.”

In this show | wanted to focus on the artistic process for each artist, highlighting how the proliferation of work
afforded by digital tools often leads the artist to spend as much time curating as creating. However, it can be hard
for the viewer to gather much context when looking at just one or two works by an artist. So as part of my prompt,
| also asked them to leverage Edward Tufte’s concept of small multiples. Small multiples display a set of images in
close proximity together, typically in a grid-like pattern, to facilitate comparisons across the full group of images at
a glance.

While small multiples is a concept borrowed from the field of data visualization and information design, it is a
technique often adopted knowingly or otherwise by artists seeking to share process and evolution in a single
image. From an interview | conducted with Jared S Tarbell in 2020:

“Another particularly powerful lesson | learned from Tufte was small multiples, which applies to generative
systems. You can build this machine that generates an infinite number of forms, but all very similar forms.
But how do you show what the machine is doing to people? The way to do that is by just laying small
multiples right next to each other. When the outputs of the machine are all next to each other, you get an
idea that this is a system — this isn’t a single image.”

With Field Guide, | was hoping the simple prompt around “specimen” and “ecosystem” combined with the display of
small multiples would provide unifying conceptual and aesthetic guardrails without dampening the artists’
creativity. | couldn’t be more thrilled with the work the artists came back with.

Hypothetically Macro

“Hypothetically Macro,” is a mysterious cluster of glowing semitransparent organic primitives. The artist leverages
the Processing programming language to deeply explore several variations of a single visual theme. Exploring the
creation of new worlds through generative algorithms, Velitchkova presents us with images that could just as easily
be on the other side of a microscope as they could a telescope. One might seem like a nucleus with quasi-biological
elements embedded into a transparent cytoplasm at one minute, and the next a celestial body with an orbital
structure and a background of infinite darkness. The grid reads almost like an animatic or a storyboard propelling
us through a single ecosystem frame by frame.
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