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The Dharma of GANs
Gary Singh , San Jose, CA, USA

Drawing inspiration from Buddhist Thangka
paintings and South Indian dances, Harshit
Agrawal incorporates South Asian art forms

and visual culture in ways rarely encountered in either
AI art or generative art. In much of his work, transfor-
mation and transcendence play a key role.

Born in 1992, Agrawal took his Bachelor of Design
at the India Institute of Technology, Guwahati, before
crossing the globe to get his master’s degree at the
MIT Media Lab, finding a home in the Fluid Interfaces
Group. His undergraduate studies already allowed
Agrawal to combine a creative thinking influence with
a tech-heavy engineering influence, encouraging him
to look at problems from both a tech perspective and
a human-centered, societal perspective—all of which
only deepened when he arrived at the Media Lab.

When he began to work with generative adversarial
networks (GANs), Agrawal discovered that most AI art
and generative art seemed to embed aesthetics drawn
from Europe and the United States—the “Global North”
as some might say. Indian and South Asian influence
were rarely represented or even considered in any of
the datasets people used. Most AI artists were from
the U.S. or Europe, and archives of digital art created in
those regions were much easier to come by because
the documentation was more established, both in
museums and online. Plus, the West simply provided
more academic institutions at which to study these
subjects and work with the material. He wanted to rec-
tify the situation any way he could.

“As an Indian artist, I was very keen to offer an
alternate visual aesthetic of what AI art could be,”
Agrawal said. “And it felt like, yeah, right now is proba-
bly the starting time in terms of how people might talk
about AI art down the years. And it should have a
broader cultural grounding than only in Western art.”

Go East, YoungMan
For his project, Machinic Situatedness (see cover and
Figures 1 and 2), Agrawal trained GANs on Buddhist

Thangka paintings. No one had done this before. Visu-
ally, they were very different than what often gets
pulled into AI or generative art. The brightness and
multiplicity of colors immediately draw the viewer/par-
ticipant to South Asia. Machinic Situatedness has
nothing to do with the teachings of the Buddha per se,
but instead explores man’s quest for transformation.

“The visuals were definitely the most dominating
factor, but the other factor was, every few hundreds of
years, we as humanity use some aspect—be it religion,
be it philosophy—as a means of trying to transcend
what we are as just humans, to move to a ‘post status
quo’ status,” Agrawal said. “And nowadays I feel we

FIGURE 1. Image from Machinic Situatedness.

FIGURE 2. Image from Machinic Situatedness.
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are routing that through technology, or technology is
one way in which we can route that journey of becom-
ing, or transcending, to the post-human.”

Taking this concept further for his Masked Reality
series (see Figures 3 and 4), Agrawal trained GANs on
a curated selection of masks, face paintings, and dan-
ces from various regions of India. In the simplest ver-
sion of the project, the results are outputted to basic
2-D portraitures or 3-D sculptures.

An interactive version of the idea can be set up in
any gallery or public space, where anyone can walk up
to a webcam, which then captures his or her face and
machine-transforms it in real time into monitor dis-
plays of male and female forms based on South Indian
dances. Rather than simply viewing static masks or
images on the wall, any attendee gets to see his or her
face recreated as a traditional dance form or tradi-
tional face-painting form. The results also allow any-
one to see both a male and female representation of
himself or herself.

“There is an instant connection because you, your-
self, are the art, and that sort of draws you in to start
thinking about how Indian art can be recontextualized,
but also, obviously, along the lines of what technology
can enable in an art context,” Agrawal said, adding
that culture does not simply jump from point A to
point B. It exists on a continuum. “It’s not simply pre-
serving a culture’s art form, but transforming the way
in which people can actively engage with it through AI
or technology, rather than passively observing it on
the wall.”

In addition to allowing viewers to see themselves
as both male and female, the project trained the
GANs with dance routines from different caste back-
grounds. One dance came from lower caste tribes and
the other was typically performed by high caste

Brahmins. Any viewer, after their faces are trans-
formed, can thus see himself or herself represented
across both gender and caste boundaries. The barriers
between viewer and participant, between male and
female, between higher caste and lower caste, all
break down, thanks to GANs running in real time.

“You’re just simply walking up to a system and
seeing yourself as poets instantly,” Agrawal says.
“So that immediately sort of tells you that, yeah,
there is that sense in which you can use technol-
ogy almost on a plain, level sort of field, where
you’re using it to break norms, social norms that
existed, allowing everyone to sort of experience
themselves as multiple identities.”

Building Community
Agrawal is one of the few Indian artists to combine
GANs with South Asian imagery, precisely the reason
why he chose to return to India after grad school. Work-
ing in his home country allows him to build more com-
munity and broaden the interest for this type of work.

According to Agrawal, more and more Indian gal-
leries and museums at least seem open to the efforts
of AI and generative art. The Museum of Art & Photog-
raphy (MAP) in Bangalore has made an AI system to
guide viewers along their exhibitions, for example.

Tech institutions should also be approached, he
says. Universities and even lower educational facilities
could always use more workshops with artists. Also,
more international award-granting organizations are
starting to include Global South categories. It won’t
happen overnight, but there is hope.

“The conversation’s definitely starting,”Agrawal said.

GARY SINGH lives and works in San Jose, CA, USA. Contact

him at http://www.garysingh.info/.

FIGURE 3. A gallery attendee viewing Masked Reality.

FIGURE 4. Image from Masked Reality.

6 IEEE Computer Graphics and Applications September/October 2021

ABOUT THE COVER



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 0
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo true
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /Algerian
    /Arial-Black
    /Arial-BlackItalic
    /Arial-BoldItalicMT
    /Arial-BoldMT
    /Arial-ItalicMT
    /ArialMT
    /ArialNarrow
    /ArialNarrow-Bold
    /ArialNarrow-BoldItalic
    /ArialNarrow-Italic
    /ArialUnicodeMS
    /BaskOldFace
    /Batang
    /Bauhaus93
    /BellMT
    /BellMTBold
    /BellMTItalic
    /BerlinSansFB-Bold
    /BerlinSansFBDemi-Bold
    /BerlinSansFB-Reg
    /BernardMT-Condensed
    /BodoniMTPosterCompressed
    /BookAntiqua
    /BookAntiqua-Bold
    /BookAntiqua-BoldItalic
    /BookAntiqua-Italic
    /BookmanOldStyle
    /BookmanOldStyle-Bold
    /BookmanOldStyle-BoldItalic
    /BookmanOldStyle-Italic
    /BookshelfSymbolSeven
    /BritannicBold
    /Broadway
    /BrushScriptMT
    /CalifornianFB-Bold
    /CalifornianFB-Italic
    /CalifornianFB-Reg
    /Centaur
    /Century
    /CenturyGothic
    /CenturyGothic-Bold
    /CenturyGothic-BoldItalic
    /CenturyGothic-Italic
    /CenturySchoolbook
    /CenturySchoolbook-Bold
    /CenturySchoolbook-BoldItalic
    /CenturySchoolbook-Italic
    /Chiller-Regular
    /ColonnaMT
    /ComicSansMS
    /ComicSansMS-Bold
    /CooperBlack
    /CourierNewPS-BoldItalicMT
    /CourierNewPS-BoldMT
    /CourierNewPS-ItalicMT
    /CourierNewPSMT
    /EstrangeloEdessa
    /FootlightMTLight
    /FreestyleScript-Regular
    /Garamond
    /Garamond-Bold
    /Garamond-Italic
    /Georgia
    /Georgia-Bold
    /Georgia-BoldItalic
    /Georgia-Italic
    /Haettenschweiler
    /HarlowSolid
    /Harrington
    /HighTowerText-Italic
    /HighTowerText-Reg
    /Impact
    /InformalRoman-Regular
    /Jokerman-Regular
    /JuiceITC-Regular
    /KristenITC-Regular
    /KuenstlerScript-Black
    /KuenstlerScript-Medium
    /KuenstlerScript-TwoBold
    /KunstlerScript
    /LatinWide
    /LetterGothicMT
    /LetterGothicMT-Bold
    /LetterGothicMT-BoldOblique
    /LetterGothicMT-Oblique
    /LucidaBright
    /LucidaBright-Demi
    /LucidaBright-DemiItalic
    /LucidaBright-Italic
    /LucidaCalligraphy-Italic
    /LucidaConsole
    /LucidaFax
    /LucidaFax-Demi
    /LucidaFax-DemiItalic
    /LucidaFax-Italic
    /LucidaHandwriting-Italic
    /LucidaSansUnicode
    /Magneto-Bold
    /MaturaMTScriptCapitals
    /MediciScriptLTStd
    /MicrosoftSansSerif
    /Mistral
    /Modern-Regular
    /MonotypeCorsiva
    /MS-Mincho
    /MSReferenceSansSerif
    /MSReferenceSpecialty
    /NiagaraEngraved-Reg
    /NiagaraSolid-Reg
    /NuptialScript
    /OldEnglishTextMT
    /Onyx
    /PalatinoLinotype-Bold
    /PalatinoLinotype-BoldItalic
    /PalatinoLinotype-Italic
    /PalatinoLinotype-Roman
    /Parchment-Regular
    /Playbill
    /PMingLiU
    /PoorRichard-Regular
    /Ravie
    /ShowcardGothic-Reg
    /SimSun
    /SnapITC-Regular
    /Stencil
    /SymbolMT
    /Tahoma
    /Tahoma-Bold
    /TempusSansITC
    /TimesNewRomanMT-ExtraBold
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-Bold
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-BoldCond
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-BoldIt
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-Cond
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-CondIt
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-Italic
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPSMT
    /Times-Roman
    /Trebuchet-BoldItalic
    /TrebuchetMS
    /TrebuchetMS-Bold
    /TrebuchetMS-Italic
    /Verdana
    /Verdana-Bold
    /Verdana-BoldItalic
    /Verdana-Italic
    /VinerHandITC
    /Vivaldii
    /VladimirScript
    /Webdings
    /Wingdings2
    /Wingdings3
    /Wingdings-Regular
    /ZapfChanceryStd-Demi
    /ZWAdobeF
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 5.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDFs that match the "Suggested"  settings for PDF Specification 4.0)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


