The Aesthetic Halting Problem
by Shane Denson

How do the algorithms of artificial intelligence and com-
putational networks make themselves felt? And how can
artists help us to process this largely invisible substratum
of contemporary experience?

In their efforts to engage with these questions, artists
have a variety of options. For decades now, artists have
explored affordances of interactivity, virtualization, auto-
mation, simulation, error, and immersion, among others.
Building on these practices, some contemporary artists
stage outsized spectacles to provide aesthetic access to
algorithms: they employ giant digital monitors and other
flashy displays, ostentatiously mediating millions of data
points that appear to bedazzled viewers in the form of

a computational sublime. Other artists work on a small-
er scale and remain closer to the underlying networks:
creating images that are both of and for the Internet, their
NFTs and other on-chain works take the network as both
medium and message.

With his solo show Silence is Louder than Sound, Brett
Amory charts a different path. Amory’s recent works are
emphatically offline, but they evidence a practice that is,
as they say, “extremely online.” Large scale paintings
impress the viewer first with their sheer physical presence.
A closer inspection reveals surfaces filled with subtle tex-
tures that resist communication in pixels and richly reward
in-person viewing. But the images depicted in these works
immediately evoke memes, Captchas, computer code,
and other modes of interface with the algorithmic sub-
strates that structure our experience, both online and off.

In Amory’s hands, these digital signs are slowed down,
reframed, and re-materialized. What circulates at the
superfast speed of networks is re-encountered at the slow
pace of paint drying on canvas, of ink pulled effortfully with
a screenprinter’s squeegee, and of the hidden layers (here
and there disclosed) of waterproof films and the carefully
timed exposure of emulsion layers. The works hold space
for both the estrangement and the intimacy of life with al-
gorithms: their humor is edged with unease, their familiar-
ity tempered by an uncanny sense of distance. Silence is
Louder than Sound stages a paradox—images that seem
at once native to the screen and insistently resistant to it,
offering audiences a chance to feel how deeply the com-
putational has saturated everyday perception.

The paradoxes multiply when we dig beneath the surface
and look into the process behind these works. The images
do not just represent algorithmic processes; rather, they
have internalized their operations in a very literal way.
Amory utilizes a custom Al-powered system to design

the works—a system called “zOglyphic 913.” According to

Amory, “z0glyphic 913 is a symbolic language designed
to constantly remix itself, shifting meaning as it is used.
Unlike conventional languages, it doesn’t aim to fix mean-
ing. Instead, it is built to constantly evolve, remix itself,
and generate new interpretations.” The language, which
we glimpse here and there in the form of semiotically
indeterminate glyphs, mediates daily algorithmic scrap-
ings of the Internet, including some of its darker corners,
into conceptual distortions that generate new meanings.
Focusing on themes of racial bias, authoritarian politics,
ethno- and religious nationalism, and the contradictions of
online life, zOglyphic and its underlying engine (the cryptic
NULM 000 framework) filter online noise into absurdist
scenarios. The latter, in turn, are processed by a custom
z0glyphic app trained on twenty digital moodboards of
about 100 images each, generating instructions for the
composition of collages that will guide the subsequent
paintings. Quantifying values for “absurdity level,” “bureau-
cracy level,” “tech integration,” “reality distortion,” “power
hierarchy,” and the like, the so-called Satirical Metaphor
Engine (S.M.E.) directs Amory in a process that is equal
parts deterministic and uncertain, telling him which visual
elements to combine and aligning scenario keywords with
visual logics. For example, the theme of surveillance is
diagrammed as interface + authority figure, while bureau-
cracy maps onto interior + diagram. The diagram itself is
at once form and content, effecting a kind of cybernetic
re-entry in a recursive loop that is both infrastructural and
sensorial.

This both/and logic pervades the works and infects their
reception, generating a rich set of conceptual and percep-
tual indeterminacies. The zOglyphic 913 language, while
implemented computationally, is the crux of a particularly
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human and aesthetic correlate of what, in mathematical
logic and computer science, is known as the Entschei-
dungsproblem (German for “decision problem”). The latter
has to do with the fact that it is impossible to design a
general step-by-step algorithm that could determine (i.e.
decide) whether any given logical statement is true or
false within a specified formal system. Amory’s paintings
offload this problem onto the viewer, who will never be
able to resolve the images’ meanings into unambiguous
truths or falsehoods. Alan Turing famously showed that
the Entscheidungsproblem could be reformulated as the
so-called Halting Problem—the problem of algorithmical-
ly evaluating whether a given program, supplied with a
specified input, would eventually run its course (and halt)
or continue on forever. Amory’s works translate this into
what might be called an Aesthetic Halting Problem and
exploit the resulting indeterminacies to hook the viewer
into an interminable loop of sensations that fail to resolve
into clean conceptual categories, but 2 that generatively
animate the imagination along what can only be de-
scribed as incalculable vectors.

Incalculability and undecidability are built into Amory’s
system, which intentionally fails to discriminate between
images, symbols, and words: “The system uses glyphs—
abstract marks, Unicode symbols, invented signs, as

well as textual words. Together, glyphs and words can
act like sounds, images, or texts, depending on how they
are used. Glyphs function as condensed symbolic marks,
while words anchor them in recognizable language, al-
lowing hybrid expressions that oscillate between symbolic
and textual registers.” Whole semiotic systems—such as
Charles Sanders Peirce’s famous triad of icon, index, and
symbol—come crashing to the ground. Amory’s glyphs
function analogously to language for the computer, but
they remain opaque to human readers. Peirce’s concept
of the symbol depended on collective and convention-

al decipherability, but here we are left questioning the
scope—or even the ontology—of meaning’s collective
basis. Are computers capable of full participation, and
would the inclusion of machine-learning agents sideline
us human language-users, who we currently take as the
baseline for judging symbolic exchange?

The British artist Harold Cohen (1928-2016), one of the
pioneers of computer art and the designer of an early Al
image-making system called AARON, was also drawn

to glyphs. In particular, he saw the petroglyphs that he
encountered in California and Nevada as an alterna-

tive paradigm and a counterweight to the dominance of
photography and its indexical truth-claims. For him, the
glyph opened onto a symbolic practice that was both ar-
chaic and speculative, suggesting a language of images
not bound to naturalistic representation. Amory’s use of
glyphs resonates with this impulse, but it also compli-
cates it: unlike Cohen’s expert-systems experiments in
so-called symbolic Al, Amory’s glyphs occupy an unstable
zone between symbolic and subsymbolic processing.
They function at once like language and like noise, signal-
ing but never fully saying. Placed in the material density
of large-scale paintings and screenprints, these glyphs
invite viewers into that indeterminate space. What might
have been merely a conceptual distinction—between
symbolic and subsymbolic Al, or between semiotic reg-
isters—is felt as a bodily tension in the gallery: the push
and pull between recognition and estrangement, between
reading and looking. In this way, Silence is Louder than
Sound positions Amory in dialogue with Cohen, while also
re-situating the question of the glyph for a moment when
Al itself has shifted from the symbolic to the subsymbolic,
leaving us to reckon with how symbols still act upon us

in embodied, aesthetic form. The final measure is taken
not in code or theory but in the room. The glyphs and
fragments live within canvases and prints whose surfaces
demand to be seen up close, 3 whose textures and layers
refuse digital capture. Here, the undecidability of signs is
felt in the density of paint and emulsion, in the silence that
meets the viewer’s searching gaze. Offline and insistently
material, Amory’s works return us to the embodied tem-
porality of the gallery, where the saturation of the com-
putational in everyday life becomes newly, paradoxically
palpable.






