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Abstract
Historically alchemists were concerned with the search or a lapis, the Philosopher’s Stone, able to transmute lead 

into gold. A similar transformational process takes place digitally in the work of new media artists, whose computers 
and code are the equivalent of the philosopher’s stone, becoming agents of transformation. This essay explores how 
both art history and popular culture is appropriated, manipulated and transformed by new media artist Jason Salavon 
(an American artist working in Chicago). Salavon’s processes include performance of operations upon databases of 
appropriated images and the application of digital interference to recycled music, films, music videos and live television 
broadcasts using primarily C+ coding. 
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Each thing has to transform itself
into something better,

and acquire a new destiny.

Paulo Coelho

In a preface to a catalogue of alchem-
ical books writt en in 1944, C. J. Jung not-
ed that many of these treatises had less to 
do with chemistry proper than a symbolic 
– even psychological – content, which ex-
pressed a collective unconscious through 
archetypes. Historically, alchemists were 
concerned with the search of a lapis, the 
Philosopher’s Stone, able to transmute 
lead into gold. In the nineteenth century 
alchemy began to be applied in a more 
symbolic and philosophical fashion. Since 
its new goal was to undergo psycholog-
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ical and spiritual transformation as a means of accessing of the intellect through the 
senses, lead and gold became metaphors for internal states. At the same time, alche-
my’s focus shift ed from the result of the transformation to the process. James Elkins has 
used the metaphor of alchemy to describe the working method and content of Jackson 
Pollock’s drip paintings of the 1950s. A similar transformational process takes place 
digitally in the work of the Chicago-based contemporary artist Jason Salavon (b. 1970). 

Salavon’s computers and code are the equivalent of the philosopher’s stone, be-
coming agents of transformation. The result is the production of an aesthetic through 
application of concepts refl ective of his background in both fi ne art and computer sci-
ence, combined with a burning interest in evolutionary biology. Salavon’s works have 
in common the performance of computer operations on material appropriated from 
popular culture to produce an aesthetic that references the history of art and evolu-
tionary biology simultaneously. These themes (popular culture, art history and evo-
lutionary biology) are treated with a dual sense of irony and nostalgia. Salavon’s con-
ceptual aesthetic has developed through a variety of means, and, in this essay, his pro-
duction to date is divided into two broad categories in order to trace his use of themes 
and materials in the transformational process of digital alchemy. 

Relentless automation

Works that have in common the computer database fall into three categories: the 
fi rst group consists of works that result from the performance of operations upon da-
tabases assembled by the artist; works that are the product of code applied to statis-
tical data to create abstractions form a second category; and a third consists of works 
that create databases. An early work that merges elements of the artist’s background 
as a computer game developer with his interest in evolutionary biology is HeroTown1 
(1998). Here soft ware was writt en to generate 1024 unique superhero types autono-
mously based on a database of characteristics derived from existing models. The da-
tabase generates new superheroes that conform to expected tropes but do not actually 
exist in comic books or computer games. The types, presented in a video component 
of the piece subtitled Taxonomy, in which each superhero becomes an individual for a 
half second, are then collected and presented as digital C-prints as panoramic group 
portraits. HeroTown1 questions the human need for idealized role models, while rec-
ognizing that superheroes are typically outcasts or freaks who function on the fring-
es of society (a role also traditionally occupied by artists). At the same time the work 
references the commercial nature of the computer gaming industry and the derivative 
nature of many of its products. The Taxonomy created by Salavon’s soft ware referenc-
es DNA’s determination of bodily characteristics in human evolution.

One of Salavon’s earliest assembled databases consisted of images of various cuts 
of beef (a taxonomy of types which at a cellular level are distinguished from each oth-
er based on principles of evolutionary biology). He then subjected that collection of im-
ages to a code that autonomously and relentlessly generated patt erns from them. The 
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result was a series of works titled Meat Doilies, in which life and death merges with 
the fragile and decorative, while simultaneously parodying the presentation of meat 
platt ers on all-you-can-eat buff ets. Any possible “function” of the original image is re-
moved as it becomes part of a repetitive patt ern. Meat Doilies also references a number 
of precedents from art history, including Rembrandt’s presentation of sides of beef (and 
Bacon’s appropriation of them), Jana Sterbak’s dresses from the 1980s made out of fl ank 
steak (each titled Flesh Dress for an Albino Anorectic), pop art of the 1960s, which made 
the common mass-produced object the subject of art, and patt ern and decoration move-
ment of the 1970s, which had as its goal the blurring of boundaries between high art and 
domestic craft . Similar references appear in Salavon’s Modern Lifestyle Mandala (2002), 
which ironically juxtaposes the form of a Buddhist mandala, traditionally a metaphor-
ical map to enlightenment (the basis of the patt ern) with a content consisting of mate-
rial goods (rejected by Buddha to achieve enlightenment). Simultaneously Salavon re-
fers to the visual overload consistent with marketing strategies such as those employed 
by the GAP – where excessive piles of identical merchandise suggest to shoppers that 
they deserve to own a portion of American abundance. The Modern Lifestyle Mandala 
pokes fun at this marketing strategy by interfering with the order which makes it func-
tion, digitally transforming the products into a kaleidoscope of chaos. 

Salavon has created several series of database-driven works in which the idea of 
patt erning is developed in a more subtle way, through the merging of similar types of 
images. In the digital C-print Every Playboy Centerfold, 1988-1997, (1998) he explores and 
exploits the tropes of centerfold photography, 
while simultaneously creating an abstraction 
that denies their original function as objects 
of arousal. The individual original appropri-
ated photographs are subjected to a mean av-
eraging process conducted by code, resulting 
in an amalgamation that resembles the shroud 
of Turin and Gerhard Richter’s photography-
inspired blurred oil paintings, more than the 
nude women which make up their content. 
At the same time Salavon indicates the iro-
ny of a social situation that glorifi es the nude 
as a time-honored subject of art history while 
decrying the same subject as pornographic 
(and thus not art) in a diff erent, more func-
tional context. In Every Playboy Centerfold, The 
Decades (normalized), (2002), Salavon com-
pleted an additional operation, normalization, 
which highlights similar color areas resulting 
in emphasis of the fi gure. These four images 

Fig. 1. Jason Salavon, The Class of 1967 & The Class 
of 1988, 1998, Digital C-prints. Diptych in 2 sizes.
61" x 46.5" each. Detail shown: The Class of 1967, 
right panel (the women). Courtesy of the artist.
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present a taxonomy of the centerfold, as changes in preferred poses (frontal versus 
profi le), hair color, waist, chest and hip sizes are tracked through four decades in the 
shroud-like representations. 

The obscuring of individual identity while preserving anthropological details also 
occurs in The Class of 1967 & The Class of 1988 (1998). Here the popular culture source 
material consists of black and white yearbook photographs, which exist as a form of 
documentation of a particular moment of time, even though this type of photogra-
phy is staged by the school that produces the yearbooks (which determines param-
eters for dress and posing) and to a lesser degree by the individuals depicted (who 
make other types of decisions about their appearance for a date they know they will 
be photographed) . Salavon created an amalgam of all of the students in his mother’s 
graduating high school class from Fort Worth, Texas, and his own, twenty-one years 
later. Presented together they reveal diff erences in the preferred fashions and hair-
styles of two points in the history of a specifi c place. The functional, quasi-documen-
tary nature of yearbook photos as preserving each individual’s life at the moment so-
cial independence is understood to occur – and more generally the idea of these pho-
tographs as markers of a specifi c time – are removed through the process of mean av-
eraging and are transformed into a diff erent type of documentation. In the spirit of 
the genre, Salavon has printed these works in two diff erent sizes, to refl ect the idea of 
a “portrait” versus a “wallet” photograph. Aesthetically these works are suggestive 
of Christian Boltanski’s shrines to the victims of the holocaust – a body of work that 
frequently uses blurred photographs of individuals (who remain identifi able as such, 
even though they are not identifi ed by name) in conjunction with other items, such as 
clothing and fi le boxes, to communicate preservation of archival information. While 
Boltanski frequently uses bare-bulb lights to illuminate the photographs in his instal-
lations, Salavon’s works appear lit from within – as the bright white void exists where 
the details of facial features are expected and not delivered.

In 1999 Salavon began to source the images used in these amalgam works directly 
from the internet, which exists as a vast storehouse of information and images, easi-
ly the most prolifi c of current popular culture resources today. 76 Blowjobs, (2001) uti-
lizes the same process to remove individual detail and the function of images of fel-
latio. Homes for Sale (1999/2001/2002) are amalgams of realtor photos of single-family 
homes at the median price range in Chicago, Austin, Seatt le and Los Angeles. Inspired 
in part by the artist’s desire to purchase a home, these works visually refl ect the late, 
form-dissolving style of J.M.W. Turner and the light and weather-eff ect driven paint-
ings of the Impressionists. This is largely because the same concerns (light at various 
times of days, weather eff ects and seasons resulting in perceptual color diff erences) 
are manifest in the sourced images, which conform to local particularities (such as lot 
sizes and the frequency of rain in Seatt le, for instance). Anyone who has searched for 
a home knows that what is presented in a realtor photograph is unlikely to re-present 
the reality of the property, and that aft er a while all houses begin to look alike (even 
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more so given the current trend in tract housing). Buying a house, aft er all, is a roman-
tic dream usually divorced from the realities of home ownership and maintenance. 
Salavon’s works produced by mean averaging, layering and justifi cation – alignment 
of photographs of an equal size or at equal points – remind us that life is largely driv-
en by averages used statistically to obscure individual results, whether test scores, gas 
prices or waist sizes. 

Aesthetics of statistics
The apparent reliability of statistical data 

forms the basis for another set of works creat-
ed by Salavon. Statistics do not in reality repre-
sent absolute truths, and are consistently sub-
jected to shaping depending on the context 
in which they are presented. The questioning 
of universal truths, along with appropriation 
and irony, are hallmarks of postmodernism. 
Salavon shapes the presentation of statistics to 
yield an aesthetically pleasing outcome, and 
simultaneously prevents the data sets from 
functioning as originally designed. The infor-
mation in Salavon’s statistical works has been 
reframed as art, much as Warhol, Lichtenstein 
and other Pop artists repurposed prevalent 
popular culture forms of the 1960s as art. The 
closest art historical precedents for the aesthet-
ics of works such as Shoes, Domestic Production, 1960-1998 (2001), however, is Op art. 

Salavon’s graphing of data tracing United States production of shoes into 31 cate-
gories, some of which overlap, have resulted in what he terms “psychedelic constella-
tions.” Digital C-prints provide diff erent views of the same visualization structure. A 
DVD allows viewers to “fl y through” the statistics, adding a virtual third dimension 
to the movement that in Op art paintings and Salavon’s prints is a perceptual optical 
phenomenon. The result is the removal of the basic function of traditional information 
design (presentation of data in a way that is both easily readable and accurate). Salavon 
creates a visual experience that preferences the aesthetic over the intellectual. Yet, the 
work remains refl ective of and dependent on the original concept, which reveals the 
end of domestic show production as “more profi table” labor standards abroad were 
exploited by American companies, and referencing it through the work’s very struc-
ture. Shoes themselves are a lowly (quite literally) and humble object that can both 
form the basis for commonality (everyone wears shoes) and segregation (not every-
one can aff ord Jimmy Choos). Shoes without the wearer suggest both presence and 
absence of the individual, as in the well-known case of Van Gogh’s disguised double 
family portrait as a “pair” of left  shoes. 

 
Fig. 2. Jason Salavon Shoes, Domestic Production, 
1960-1998: Fountain, 2001, Digital C-print, 48” x 48”. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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The plott ing of statistics graphically is a method of documentation that naturally re-
sults in this type of abstraction. Height & Weight Distribution (2001) takes what are in re-
ality sets of controversial and contentious data having a bearing on everything from the 
economic impact that the current confi guration of the “food pyramid” has on producers 
and distributors of milk, meat, grains and vegetables to the prevalence of eating disor-
ders among teenage girls. Salavon maps the data in a way that means nothing beyond 
visual aesthetics – a fact underscored by the addition of a non-functional key to the im-
ages. Salavon’s statistical works, in which numerical data is transformed digitally into 
art, might be used to pose questions about the source and reliability of data presented 
to a public who likely unaware of the “spin” typically given by advertisers, corporate 
executives and politicians. Yet the initial experience of these works inspires nothing but 
aesthetic contemplation of the formal elements of color and shape, and reference art-
historical precedents such as Mondrian, Malevich or the late work of Kandinsky, all of 
whom merged theoretical concepts with presentation of formal elements. 

Salavon uses the grid itself as a method for arranging information in works such as 
the predictive calendar in The Sky, Chicago, 1998-2022 (1998), which also has an Op Art 
appearance, due in part to the variation of daylight hours in that city from Summer to 
Winter. The passage of time is calibrated using signifi cant cultural dates (such as the 
25th anniversary of John Lennon’s assassination) and those of personal importance to 
the artist (including the prediction of his 50th birthday). Here Salavon blends one of 
the oldest methods for marking the passage of time (the passage from light to dark to 
mark a full day) with the predictive qualities made possible by computer technology. 
Again a transformation of digital information has occurred, resulting in a work that 
references the prevalence of photo calendars within popular culture and art history’s 
traditional use of art to mark specifi c points in time.

Strictly digital information is abstracted and gridded to create two-dimensional 
patt erns in other works by Salavon. 7956 Shades of White, 1998 represents nearly eight 
thousand of the lightest colors available in the digital (RGB) realm. Salavon’s use of 
the term “shade” is ironic, as these are in reality “tints.” The term “shade” is used im-
precisely by non-artists to indicate any variety of a color, without specifi c reference 
to whether that color was created with the addition of white or black. The random 
placement of these tints mirrors the placement of colors in palett es in programs such 
as Adobe Illustrator and Photoshop (which, while not arranged completely randomly 
will appear random to most users). White as an aesthetic exercise was accomplished by 
Malevich in his Suprematist Composition: White on White (1918) and was featured among 
the monochromatic palett e of the 1960s Minimalists, whose low degree of diff erenti-
ation suggested minimal amount of “art work” by the artist. Sol Lewitt  in particular 
embraced grids and repetitive square forms as a method of transcribing mathemati-
cal data. Again Salavon references these art-historical precedents, while transforming 
them. While 7956 Shades of White uses a fundamentally intellectual approach, and pres-
ents in the form of a grid, it also demonstrates to what degree (and in what great range) 
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computers are capable of producing exact colors, versus the manual method of mixing 
pigments. It is simultaneously simplifi ed to the extreme (it is “only” white) and over-
loaded with specifi c digital information, which makes the idea or “concept” of white 
very complicated. 7956 Shades of White only suggests that the artist conducted minimal 
work (for that is not the case). It is in fact a work with a high degree of diff erentiation 
– albeit digital diff erentiation – that mimics visual tropes associated with Minimalism.

The primary pigment colors of red, yellow and blue, along with white, gray and 
black, formed the basis of Piet Mondrian’s Neoplasticism, which, like Malevich’s 
Suprematism and van Doesburg’s defi nition of Concrete Art provided a theoretical 
foundation for 1960s Minimalism. But Mondrian believed that art could have a cura-
tive utopian function – that perfect visual balance could solve social confl ict (of theo-
retical if not practical concern to Mondrian living in a neutral country during World 
War I). The principles of Neoplasticism were applied to furniture and architecture 
by Rietveld, and to a degree by Le Corbusier in his Marseilles housing project (also a 
utopian enterprise). Salavon connects these artistic theories with principals of cellu-
lar automata refl ective of evolutionary biology and emergent behavior as well as digi-
tal structures in computer code. The model in Salavon’s The Utopian Progress Automata 
“builds” non-functional architectural forms out of colored and neutral blocks, creat-
ing various patt erns through relentless automation of the programming. The blocks 
(which also represent limited “natural resources”) visually reference child’s toys, re-
fl ective of a time/space where universal harmony is plausible. While the formation of 
the structures may appear random to the viewer, they are in fact strictly rule-based. 
The very idea of “automating” or “programming” utopia is suggestive of both possi-
bilities provided and fears triggered by computers. 

Salavon uses computer simulation to model destructive forces in The Domestic State 
Machine #1 (1999), a video installation in which four simultaneous points of view upon 
the same action (the movement of furniture in a domestic interior) are presented on 
monitors: a physics model that treats the room as if it were a die being rolled in a craps 
game controls the action. Four perspectives on each of nine simulations are conduct-
ed; in each the monitors reveal collectively a vision that cannot occur in nature (the 
ability to see an action from all four cardinal directions at once). This controlled cha-
os serves as an important counterpoint to the Utopian Progress Automata – unlike the 
simple blocks suggestive of childlike naivete, The Domestic State Machine has modeled 
furniture more like a doll house. In both there is not one state that is favored (a “win” 
versus a “lose”), only multiple possibilities of construction and disruption. 

Salavon completes the ultimate disruption and reconstruction through digital 
transformation in Flayed Figure, Male, 3277 1/2 square inches (1998/2001). Art-historical 
precedents for fl ayed self-portraits include Michelangelo’s self-representation as St. 
Bartholomew in the Last Judgement for the altar-wall of the Sistine Chapel. Marc Quinn’s 
1996 No Visible Means of Escape, and portrait sculpture Self (1991), made from his own 
frozen blood, are more recent articulations of the artist’s body as artwork. For his Flayed 
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Figure, Salavon had the entire surface area of his skin digitally photographed. Hundreds 
of images of skin were then digitally divided into more than thirteen thousand half-inch 
squares and arranged vertically by luminosity from dark to light. Reproduced to scale, 
the resulting work simultaneously reveals more than the viewer expects and none of 
what the viewer expects from a self-portrait. The tradition of this genre is to reveal the 
individual identity of the creator as an individual record of achievements (as Picasso 
used them) or as a record of aging (in the case of Rembrandt, for instance). But Salavon 
presents another equally valid truth, by asserting that there is litt le separating the art-
ist and the artwork (at least on some microscopic level). Salavon represents himself in 
terms of a particular vital (digital) statistic arranged in such a way to refl ect formal con-
cerns as a further expression of the conceptual aesthetic.

Art of the database

Salavon’s interest in the merging of the 
concept and the aesthetic has lead him to de-
velop code that allows him to direct comput-
ers to create works of art in a collaborative 
process. The result is the formation of databas-
es of art that can then be displayed through a 
custom-designed browser interface, through 
video projection and as digital prints on can-
vas. In an early exploration of this process, 
Salavon developed Carpetmaker soft ware to 
use automation to produce hundreds of aes-
thetically pleasing textile patt erns later bound 
into a volume. 

Salavon’s Golem of 2002 signifi cantly ex-
pands and complicates the issues posed in the 
earlier soft ware – a change indicated clearly in 
the choice of title. The Golem legend – a post-
biblical, Jewish story of an automaton (a ma-
chine/man hybrid) – has been linked to every-

thing from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to cybernetics and the development of test-
tube babies. The legend makes important distinctions between man and god – while 
man has the inherent ability to become creators (in God’s image), the level of creativity 
(and imitation) is limited by sin; the creations of God are distinguished from the artifi -
cial creations of man by the presence of a soul. The golem, who received its life through 
language – the correct placement of lett erforms on its body – presents a challenge to 
its human creator to acknowledge his primordial origins as soul-less matt er. In each 
of the many variations of the story, the golem develops dangerous powers, and what 
was created as a servant becomes a threat to its human creator/master. Only through 

 
Fig. 3. Jason Salavon, Golem: The Printer, 2002. 
Various media. Dimensions variable (installation 
view). Courtesy of the artist.
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the removal of certain lett ers from the golem can man regain control of what becomes 
a powerful monster (Levine 141). Like the medieval alchemist, the human responsi-
ble for golem’s life is ultimately fi lling the role of a transformer of matt er, rather than 
a “creator,” as such. The signifi cance of the language used to control the golem can be 
interpreted in terms of DNA, computer code, and art (as a visual language with iden-
tifi able formal components that can be rearranged ad infi nitum). 

In Golem, Salavon automated the production of 100,000 abstract paintings using 
code that he consistently modifi ed during a fi ve-month process to “direct” the aes-
thetics. Salavon analyzed paintings by abstract expressionists Diebenkorn, Hoff man, 
Rothko and Richter, analyzed for their stylistic characteristics, such as plane subdi-
vision and color relationships, then code was writt en to replicate these principles. 
Salavon’s purpose in Golem was to utilize what he terms “relentless” computer auto-
mation to create works that read as man made rather than machine produced. In fact 
they exist as more of a collaboration, since the artist compulsively oversaw the pro-
duction process, “harvesting” images from the bank of computers daily and making 
changes to the code as a result of the output. The 100,000 paintings produced, which 
are numbered chronologically, demonstrate both the evolution of the code and the art-
ist’s increasing ability to manipulate the aesthetic result. 

In addition to the stylistic mimicry of abstract expressionists, Salavon’s Golem ap-
propriates a number of other art historical issues, not the least of which is the very na-
ture of art and the artist’s role in its creation, fi rst posed (if not completely theorized) 
by Marcel Duchamp’s readymades beginning in 1917. The question of whether a ma-
chine can produce “art” was posed fi rst by Jean Tinguely, who developed “meta-mat-
ic” drawing machines beginning in 1955. His initial intent was to declare a work of art 
itself as capable of a creative action that was always in process and thus never com-
plete (Museum Jean Tinguely 41). But in fact the “meta-matics” were collaborations be-
tween humans and machines capable of producing something without function (art). 
The only possible “failure” by a “meta-matic,” according to Tinguely, was the statis-
tical impossibility of production of two identical works. In the earliest “meta-matics” 
the human activity was limited to choosing the drawing implements and placing the 
paper on the machine, while the “Cyclo-Matic” of 1959 used human cyclists, rather 
than electricity, as its driving force. Other of Tinguely’s machines paired lack of func-
tion with movements modeled aft er humans to express both a fear of machines and 
the irony of their man-made creation as a larger part of culture in general. Any “prod-
uct” of these machines was deemed secondary to the transformational process sug-
gested by constant movement (Museum Jean Tinguely 59).

Tinguely’s “meta-matics” have been rightly identifi ed as preludes to the later-twen-
tieth-century angst caused by computers as well as debates about the level of “creativ-
ity” made manifest in works produced with the aid of computer technology (Museum 
Jean Tinguely 44). Salavon extends, twists and complicates these notions in Golem. The 
computer is both a tool and a collaborator; the artist farms the images from an assem-
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bled fi eld of printers in a merging of technological and natural processes; parallels be-
tween computer code and DNA are reinforced. The printed nature of Salavon’s result-
ing paintings turn abstract expressionist works into a pop-art format (comparable to 
Andy Warhol’s silkscreens on canvas) and doubly question the exact nature of “high” 
art while parodying Warhol’s desire to “be a machine.” 

While Salavon’s aesthetic and mechanized process has precedents in the history of 
art, the underlying concept references the history of computer science. Each painting/
print produced in the sequence conforms to the Turing Test developed to determine 
whether or not a computer program is successful at modeling human ability to think 
(as proof of intelligence.) While Tinguely wondered whether machines could make art, 
the Turing Test asks whether machines can think. In its modern manifestation, the lat-
ter test pits a human interrogator against two “unknowns” – one human and one com-
puter. If, during the course of asking questions of each, the interrogator misidentifi es 
the machine as human, the latt er passes the intelligence test. Salavon’s project turns 
the audience of these artworks into Turing’s interrogator. Three methods of display 
(Projection, Browser, Printer) challenge viewers to consider the works as man-made in 
various time-space formats. The digital projection displays each painting for 6.5 sec-
onds in short sequences, taking more than a week to display the entire collection of 
works. The browser displays the works as a database that can be perused by viewers, 
who can manipulate the size of the individual images (from micro to macro) and nav-
igate through them using a dual-panel monitor and trackball interface designed by the 
artist. 100 of the works became unique objects when they were printed onto canvas us-
ing a large format Hewlett  Packard printer. This latt er enterprise reveals the digital na-
ture of the “brushstrokes” – as pixelization evident in the printed paintings is not vis-
ible in either of the other formats. 

Salavon’s commission Bootstrap the Blank Slate for the Los Angeles Museum of 
Contemporary Art’s Digital Gallery also uses the principles of the RGB digital color 
model to inspire the creation of works that consist only of color and line. Launched in 
June 2003, Bootstrap the Blank Slate promotes a strictly formalist aesthetic articulated 
using programming language for structure and the internet as a method of data col-
lection and distribution. Salavon has used Macromedia’s Lingo to design a work that 
accepts viewer/user inputs (whether intentional or random) to create an ever-expand-
ing database of “works of art” identifi ed only by number. The artist explains: “sprout-
ing from a singular null state, the piece records, converts, and stores the collective ac-
tions of its participants into an ever-growing population of image-pairs” (moca.org). 
Salavon’s interest in evolutionary biology is expressed in his description of the image-
pairs produced as genotypic and phenotypic (the former term expressive of the spe-
cifi cally genetic constitution of an organism, as distinct from its physical appearance; 
the latt er, the environmentally and genetically determined observable appearance). 

In Salavon’s system, the viewer/user becomes part of the machinery used to gen-
erate works of art. The artist has provided the fi rst color grid, which performs accord-
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ing to a specifi c set of rules, discovered only through experimentation with the struc-
ture. Color choice, as well as line width, are controlled by clicking and dragging on the 
genotypic grid and other "rules" can be predicted as a result of experimentation with 
actions of the mouse. A viewer/user who masters the rules can produce "fi gurative" 
works and graffi  ti in addition to "abstract expressionist" digital paintings. 

A clue to Salavon’s theorizing of the artist’s identity versus that of the viewer/user 
is provided in his artist’s statement through his pairing of a quote from evolution-
ary biologist Richard Dawkins: "It follows from the idea of evolution that there is one 
uniquely correct branching family tree of all living things" with a citation from Genesis: 
"And a river went out of Eden to water the garden" – a quote which was paraphrased 
by Dawkins for the title of a second book (moca.org). Salavon's Bootstrap the Blank Slate 
mimics – using digital color – the evolutionary paradigm. This work is another type of 
golem; its creator, responsible for the code that controls it, has turned over its opera-
tion to scores of viewers/users who make it work, not unlike Tinguely’s cyclists pow-
ering a “meta-matic” drawing machine.

Bootstrap the Blank Slate can only be accessed aft er downloading plug-ins, which re-
quires the viewer/user to customize his/her computer environment to be in harmony 
with that of the work to be viewed. The viewer is presented only with a color grid (the 
genotype). Any mouse movements made against the grid by the viewer are recorded 
and the work “builds” a visual representation of the color and movement (the pheno-
type). Browsing the pairs already created allows viewer/users to choose a diff erent “par-
ent” structure for subsequent submissions. The process appears limitless and deceptive-
ly simple (for the code that records and processes the activities of visitors/participants is 
complicated). While the viewer/user participates directly, contributing to the database 
assembled by Salavon’s work, the artist retains authorship because the individual view-
er/user is assigned only a number; his or her individual identity has been stripped in the 
process. The viewer/user is both essential to the process and dispensable.

While the work is somewhat collaborative in nature, and viewers/users might have 
a great deal of control (once they believe they’ve fi gured out how the piece works), 
Salavon’s work does not allow them to retain "ownership" of works submitt ed, oth-
er than an assigned number in the database. Thus to an extent the user is manipulat-
ed by the artist to participate in the production of a desired database of "art" – a phe-
nomenon aided by the accessibility provided by the internet. Salavon prefers the term 
"user connectivity" versus "interactivity" as a bett er estimator of the peer-to-peer role 
of the viewer/user in the Bootstrap environment – as new users connect to elements pre-
viously produced by other users rather than those fostered by the artist/programmer. 

The title of the work embraces fundamentally diff erent defi nitions of "bootstrap," 
creating yet another division between the identity of the artist/programmer and that 
of subsequent users/viewers. In popular vernacular, "bootstrapping" suggests the use 
of available resources to make the best of a particular situation (with minimal outside 
assistance) – in other words, "do the best you can with what you are given." Salavon’s 
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lack of instruction for use of the work implies that the viewer/user should "fi gure it 
out for himself or herself" – again alluding to the illusion of control given over by the 
artist/programmer. At the same time the absence of "functionality" in the strict sense 
reinforces Bootstrap the Blank Slate’s position as Art.

The "average" viewer/user is less likely to be aware of the evolutionary etymology 
of the term bootstrapping as it was appropriated from biology and applied to personal 
computing to describe the generation and propagation of structures in the digital envi-
ronment through code (analagous to DNA). This second meaning is part of Salavon’s 
insider’s joke – it refl ects how his art works within the open space of the internet, but 
is more-or-less unintelligible those outside of the world of computer programming. In 
its form, however, Bootstrap the Blank Slate promotes a modernist [formalist] aesthetic. 
Despite the complicated structure of its inception and implementation (through code), 
despite its resulting form (a database), the work is, aft er all, about color and line – the 
most basic of formal elements. As R.L. Rutsky has states in his 1999 book Hich Techné: 
Art and technology from the machine aesthetic to the posthuman: "it is in modernist art that a 
diff erent conception of technology begins to emerge, a conception in which technology 
is no longer defi ned solely in terms of its instrumentality, but also in aesthetic terms” 
(73). Salavon realizes the aesthetic potential of both the mediated space and the view-
ers/users movements within it. 

Interference as an artistic strategy

Salavon’s Bootstrap the Blank Slate might be 
seen as a type of artistic interference which 
takes place in the virtual space of the inter-
net which is bordered by the Los Angeles 
Museum of Contemporary Art, the artist, and 
the viewer/users. A second major category of 
Salavon’s work to date involves the applica-
tion of interference to appropriated music, 
fi lms, music videos and live television broad-
casts. An early use of this idea appears in Self-
Portrait (The Jason Salavon Show), 1998. 

In this work, the artist designed custom 
hardware and soft ware to overtake the oper-
ation of a TV remote control, resulting in a de-
vice to autonomously tune a satellite system 
to what Salavon would most likely watch on 
TV if the artist was personally controlling the 
remote for a full month. The use of problem-
atistic likelihoods (rather than a rigid system) 
resulted in the machine surfi ng channels pe-

 

Fig. 4. Jason Salavon, Self-Portrait (The Jason 
Salavon Show), 1997, Satellite hookup, custom 
hardware & software, Dimensions variable (installation 
view). Courtesy of the artist.
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riodically. Unlike Tony Oursler’s use of surfi ng as part of the artistic process to gener-
ate content for his projected works, Salavon’s surfi ng is a result of the automation of 
the remote control. The viewer is forced to watch what the artist would watch as the 
machine literally stands in the place of Salavon himself. Surfi ng is an activity that has 
since moved from TV viewing practice to the internet, a phenomenon clearly under-
stood by Salavon, who blurs the lines between diff erent types of technology as oft en 
as he does the line between fi ne art and popular culture.

Other manifestations of this “interference” takes three diff erent forms, although in 
some works more than one of these appears simultaneously. In the fi rst, the narrative 
sequences of the appropriated material are rearranged. A second involves the replace-
ment of the narrative content with pure color arrived at through mathematical averag-
ing. The third subjects video or audio material to a justifi cation and layering process. 
Each of these processes is analogous to those used on the database of digital still ma-
terial as discussed above, but the nature of fi lm – specifi cally in terms of a moving se-
quential narrative accompanied by a soundtrack – provide additional materials for ar-
tistic manipulation, beyond the most obvious visual component. The computer, in ad-
dition to custom-designed hardware and soft ware, remains the philosopher’s stone; 
the interference provides the method of transformation. The application of interfer-
ence to disrupt popular culture originals also recalls the “artistic interventions” staged 
by performance artists of the 1960s.

Salavon fi rst reordered fi lmic narratives in The Grand Unifi cation Theory (1996/1997). 
The digital C-prints of this series are comprised of gridded fi lm frames from four mov-
ies – Star Wars, Snow White, It’s a Wonderful Life and Deep Throat – chosen as prime rep-
resentatives of their respective genres. While each of the fi lms is represented in its en-
tirety (at one frame per second), the narrative sequences have been reordered accord-
ing to the relative luminosity of the frames, with the brightest in the center and the 
darkest on the outer edges. While the basic data contained in the narrative sequenc-
ing is preserved, each frame’s relative placement has shift ed as a result of the appli-
cation of code and the creation of a database of still images. Thus the resulting works 
“read” as purely visual abstractions, as the soundtrack that not only underscores the 
narrative progression, but enhances it, has been removed. From an art historical per-
spective, the breaking of narrative sequence, the blurring of genres (which could here 
be extended to traditional genres of painting) and the replacement of themes with ab-
stract form communicates an interest in modernist formalism; the rearrangement into a 
new sequence, which appropriates and manipulates the original simultaneously, dem-
onstrates the application of postmodern artistic principles.

In other works Salavon has preserved the sequential arrangement of frames, but 
layered a number of appropriated sources on top of each other, to create a richer type 
of amalgam than those produced from still images. This process usually requires a 
method to justify or register the sources using reference points that the material has 
in common. Salavon’s only completely audio work to date –  The Song of the Century, 
(2000) – layers dozens of versions of the Beatles’ hit Yesterday (the most “covered” song 



193Appropriation as Alchemy in New Media: A Case Study

in history). Renderings of the song ranging from Michael Bolton to En Vogue are reg-
istered at the point of the fi rst “Yesterday”; versions with particularly long entrances 
provide a soft  entrance that builds to a fi rst crescendo at the registration point. The re-
sulting sound resembles the cacophony of singing bar patrons, yet retains its identifi -
cation with the original. At the same time it posits a compelling comparison between 
appropriation in the visual arts and the space between “sampling” and “covering” in 
the popular contemporary music industry. 

Another production of this type is The Late Night Triad, (2003), which consists of 
three parts: The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, Late Night with Conan O’Brien and Late 
Show with David Lett erman. From six months of video-recorded monologues from 
these major talk shows Salavon selected sixty-four nights for each, then layered and 
“left -justifi ed” the programs’ audio and visual tracks from the beginning of the open-
ing sequences for 3 minutes and 20 seconds. The resulting video projections – pre-
sented as a “triptych” format typical of religious paintings – are animations of what 
Salavon calls “ghosts of repetitious structure and nightly activity” (salavon.com). The 
blurred, yet nonetheless recognizable fi gures of Leno, O’Brien and Lett erman appear to 
be almost the result of spirit photography. The movements of the hosts reveal relative 
levels of anxiety and the particular editing preferences on each show, as well as what 
could be called the “deep structures” of late night talkshows. Broadcast in the same 
time slot, these shows, which each hinge on the personality of their respective host, 
command a huge share of nightt ime television and simultaneously fracture the view-
ing audience into cliques. Salavon’s aesthetic goes against the grain for higher-defi ni-
tion video development and in fact presents a blurred image reminiscent of the early 
history of still photography. Yet this blurred aesthetic is not the result of a lack of con-
trol, but an application of yet another structure provided by computer code. 

A fi nal group of works produced by Salavon retains narrative sequencing but re-
duces each frame of the appropriated source to an average color, resulting in what ap-
pear to be minimalist grids of a particular formal element. In MTV's 10 Greatest Music 
Videos of All Time (2001), Salavon has appropriated both the ranking and the music vid-
eos from MTV, removed the soundtrack and digitized each video’s visual content, and 
simplifi ed each individual frame to a mean average color, which is then presented in its 
original sequence. The resulting abstractions (which nonetheless carry what could be 
called a latent narrative content) exist without the two components that make up mu-
sic videos: pictures and music. The original “function” of the video is removed, leav-
ing pure aesthetics (art) in its place. In a sense Salavon has appropriated the content of 
Pop Art and the form of Minimalism. Salavon reverses the strategy of Damien Hirst, 
who has forcibly inserted narrative content into minimalist forms, in works such as 
The Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living (1991). The appropriated materi-
al becomes the site of an exercise in perception and focus, demonstrating not only that 
anything can be art, but anything can be formalist, modernist art, arrived at through 
postmodern means of appropriation and manipulation.
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Fig. 5. Jason Salavon, The Top 25 Grossing Films of All Time, 2 x 2   2001, Digital 
video projection with audio, 2 hours 20 minutes looped, dimensions variable 
(installation view). Courtesy of the artist.

Salavon’s The Top 25 Grossing Films of All Time, 2 x 2, (2001) also incorporates sta-
tistics and the process of layering of audio and video, producing a minimalist grid of 
fl ickering colors that runs in a two-hour and twenty minutes loop. A grid of four col-
ors represents the color averages in the sequential frames in each fi lm; the full pro-
jection consists of 100 individual squares of color, arranged according to sales fi gures 
from left -to-right and top-to-bott om. The abstracted, simplifi ed moving frames for 
each fi lm are re-synched with its unaltered soundtrack – resulting in a layering of the 
soundtracks (similar to the process in Song of the Century) combined with the color ab-
straction process from MTV's 10 Greatest Music Videos of All Time. The fl ickering pat-
terns change and dissolve as each movie ends and its four gridded spots are left  blank 
until just Titanic remains. Again the function of the appropriated originals are removed 
during the course of the digital transformation accomplished by the artist. Gone are 
the blockbuster special eff ects and the sex appeal of the fi lms’ stars, with the respective 
plot’s progression, twists and resolution. The diff erences among fi lm genres are simi-
larly rendered moot while elements of structure and rhythm remain. While the origi-
nal narrative sequence remains, it is abstracted on the visual level and layered on the 
audio level. In short, one order has been replaced with another, in a process not un-
like the manipulation of DNA strings by today’s geneticists. While Salavon’s presen-
tation of this work is through digital projection, he has completed similar works to be 
displayed on monitors (such as The Top Grossing Film of All Time, 1 x 1, (2000), which 
presents only Titanic in all of its 336,247 frames) and The Top 6 Grossing Films of All 
Time, 2 x 2 (2000).

Salavon has accomplished the ultimate manipulation of real-time broadcast 
through custom hardware and soft ware, and combined the color averaging process 
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in Everything, All at Once, (2001) that treats any type of video input (TV, VCR, DVD, 
Satellite) as a database from which pure poetic abstractions of color are extracted. 
The result is a monochromatic television experience, the creation of a constantly shift -
ing and modulating Rothko-like color fi eld, from the most banal digital feed of game 
shows, news programs and commercials. The soundtrack from the original appropri-
ated medium plays unaltered, bringing the degree to which digital transformation 
is accomplished to the viewer/listener’s att ention. A large-video projection version, 
Everything, All at Once (Part II) 2002, allows the viewers to “surf Time/Warner Cable's 
complete off erings as a pure abstraction.” It’s still the Jason Salavon Show, in the sense 
that the visual is controlled by the artist, but, like Bootstrap the Blank Slate, the viewer/
user is given some control, and, more importantly, the illusion of total control in the 
creative process.

Despite the “popular” and frequently non-aesthetic source material he uses and the 
ease with which social or political ideas can be extracted from his works, Salavon’s 
stated approach to his work is aligned closely with parts of Theo van Doesburg’s man-
ifesto Art Concrete: Basis of Concrete Painting (1930), in particular that the work of art 
should be fully conceived and formed in the mind before its execution and that con-
stituent pictorial elements (as well as the fi nal fi nished work) have no signifi cance out-
side themselves. The mechanical, “anti-Impressionistic” technique advocated by van 
Doesberg is accomplished by the action of the computer. Unlike Concrete Art (or more 
generally Constructivist principles), Salavon’s work derives its formal qualities from 
nature and is presented with sensuality and sometimes sentimentality.

Using digital technologies, Jason Salavon has transformed and fi ltered the reality 
of his appropriated material, creating metafi ctions for viewers to experience in new 
ways. The processes of alchemy involved the transformation of common material to 
rare and precious material. In Salavon’s case the clutt er of contemporary life, the pro-
liferation of popular culture images around us are transformed into the rare work of 
art. Stripped of their common function, these items of popular culture become a source 
of abstract beauty and a source of aesthetic contemplation. They refl ect the beauty that 
exists in the common, obscured by function and the proliferation of images in the mass 
media. While alchemy was based in scientifi c processes (specifi cally those of chemical 
putrefaction or entropy) the transformation seemed to occur as if by magic. Salavon’s 
code similarly functions in a seemingly magical way, operating as it does beyond the 
visual realm and beyond the conceptual comprehension of the average audience mem-
ber. But the code is science and is predictable – in a mathematical if not in an aesthetic 
way. Salavon’s tool of transformation is not the philosopher’s stone, but the computer 
and the code that controls it. Databanks of imagery culled from internet research be-
comes the prima fascia content. Through its transformation the everyday objects and 
obsessions of contemporary life become a source of aesthetic awareness and provide 
a focus for contemplation of the structures – both deep and shallow – with which so-
ciety is preoccupied. 
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