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Background image: Li Ming, AI-generated image, From the Forbidden City to the Land of  the Loulan Kingdom, 2022.



In 2022, the first generation of  AI image generators entered global use.

By using text as prompts, we unlock a world in which images function as 

the corpus model. We rely on language to touch images, constructing 

digital objects like blind men feeling their way or groping around an 

elephant. (Hai Jie)



Hai Jie’s observations

➢ AI-generated technology emerged within a specific historical moment. It appeared during the imposed isolation 

of  the COVID-19 pandemic and amid escalating geopolitical conflicts. Pandemic isolation measures reinforced 

the expansion of  authoritarian and arbitrary power, forcing people to further relinquish their rights and resulting 

in the expansion of  authoritarian power. 

➢ At the same time, increasingly severe global geopolitical tensions threaten the healing of  the traumas people 

have endured since the pandemic.

➢ Using AI-generated technology in artistic creation has been relatively slow in China, and artists’ attitudes remain 

highly polarized. A surge of  interest began in 2023, marked by a wave of  work creation and dissemination, media 

coverage, heated discussions, exhibitions dedicated to AI art, and the establishment of  AI image-related art 

awards.



Boris Eldagsen. THE ELECTRICIAN, from the series  PSEUDOMNESIA: Fake 

Memories. 2022 – 2023. https://www.eldagsen.com/pseudomnesia  

The Sony World Photography Awards 2023 winner 

Boris Eldagsen:

AI is not photography. 

It is PROMPTOGRAPHY!

https://www.eldagsen.com/sony-world-photography-awards-2023

https://www.re-vue.org/beitrag/im-kopf-boris-eldagsen-moritz-neumueller-this-is-not-photography 
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Observations by Haijie and Yan Zhou

➢ Early photographers entered China in tandem with the expansion of  imperial and colonial military 

forces. Photography first appeared in China during the Opium Wars, when foreign photographers 

such as Felice Beato and John Thomson documented the country amid imperial military campaigns 

and the opening of  ports and inland regions.

➢ Today, AI algorithms and dataset compositions are likewise shaped by civilizational hierarchies and 

forms of  symbolic colonialism. AI-technology transactions are primarily settled in U.S. dollars, and 

platforms such as ChatGPT restrict registration for users in certain regions (including China). Stable 

Diffusion, though free and open-source, imposes high hardware requirements, particularly for 

powerful graphics cards such as the NVIDIA RTX 4080 SUPER, which are inaccessible to many. 

Moreover, the foundational datasets of  these models contain only a very small proportion of  

Chinese-language data.



Felice Beato (1832-1909), Italian–British 

photographer. In 1860,  Beato went from India to 

China to photograph the Anglo-French military 

expedition to China in the Second Opium War. 

[Angle of  North Fort at which the French 

Entered], Beiking. August 21, 1860.

https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/10

9BGN 

https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/109BGN
https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/object/109BGN


John Thomson FRGS (1837-1921), a Scottish photographer, geographer, and traveller, travelled and photographed in China from 1867 to 1871.

Amoy, Fukien province, China: two Manchu soldiers with John Thomson. Photograph by John Thomson, 1871. 

Illustrations of  China and its people. A series of  two hundred photographs, with letterpress descriptive of  the places and people represented. By J. Thomson, F.R.G.S. ... 

https://collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/2035595 

https://collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/2035595
https://collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/2035595


Hai Jie is an independent curator, art critic, art educator, and writer. 

He is the Co-founder and Academic Director of  the 1839 Photography 

Award. He has served as a jury member, curator, academic host, and 

mentor for numerous photography awards, festivals, symposiums, 

exhibitions, and art programs in universities. His curated exhibitions 

have been featured in art museums and festivals across China. He has 

authored, co-authored, edited, and published six books, and is a highly 

sought-after art critic, with articles appearing in a wide range of  media 

outlets. He shares his critical writings on his WeChat blog Haijie’s 

Visual World Views (海杰视界观).

In 2023, he began using AI to create images. His AI-generated works 

have been widely published and exhibited, helping to advance AI-

image creation in China. Future Archives: Early-Stage AI Image 

Practices and Discourse in China, which Hai Jie co-authored and 

edited, is the first book on AI-generated image art published in China 

(2025).



Hai Jie was born into a traditional Hui Muslim family in Pengyang County (彭阳县; 

Perso-Arabic script: ‌ٍْثيِاً پ ٍْ‌يَان ), located in Guyuan City, Ningxia Hui Autonomous 

Region, Northwest China. Although he seldom explicitly discusses his identity, his 

critical thinking is profoundly shaped by his life experiences. In his article “Xihaigu: 

Wrecked in Images,” originally published in 2010 and later included as a chapter in his 

book Iconomania and Seeing Madness (Zhejiang Photographic, 2012), he examined the 

photographic representation of  Hui Muslims in Northwest China, critiquing various 

forms of  cultural colonialism, visual exploitation, and the “aesthetics of  desolation.”

In 2007, Hai Jie drafted an autobiographical memoir titled May You Have Peace and 

Safety All the Time Through Seasons—dedicated to his poor and prematurely 

departed mother, Ma Yanglian—which he has continuously revised but remains 

unpublished. 

Part of  his early AI-image creation —which is also the earliest ones in China — 

constitutes an ongoing resistance against the cultural erasure and manipulation of  his 

people—the Hui Muslims in Northwest China—and serves as a dialogue with both 

their visual legacy and contemporary visual practices.



AI, through its algorithms, compensates creators for lost time or for scenes they have not yet experienced. 

More precisely, creators use AI to remedy and heal the fragmented self  in the passage of  time.



Lipman, Joanthan N. Familiar Strangers: A History of  
Muslims in Northwest China. University of  Washington 
Press, 1997. 
Open-access edition: DOI 10.6069/9780295800554



Tang Wan Ch'uan. A Tung Hsiang Hui Hui.

General note: Excerpt from unpublished photo essay, plate 

11: "A Tunghsiang Hui Hui or East Country Moslem. He 

and his kind live in finger-like valleys along the road 

between Kaolan [Lanzhou] and Linsia (Hochow), Kansu 

[Linxia, Gansu]. These people, it is believed, are 

descendants of  the Mongols and who still use their own 

language in the back blocks of  the valley."

Historical Photographs of  China album reference: Hv45. 

Dr. Samuel M. Zwemer's visit to China, part 2. Second part 

of  an album containing photographs taken by Christian 

missionaries Claude L. Pickens, Jr. and Carter Holton.

Historical Photographs of  China Project. The Department of  History at the University of  

Bristol.

https://hpcbristol.net/visual/Hv45-13 

https://hpcbristol.net/visual/Hv45-13
https://hpcbristol.net/visual/Hv45-13
https://hpcbristol.net/visual/Hv45-13


Wang Zheng (王征, Hui Muslin photographer). Xihaigu (西海固). 1990s



Liu Jinxun (刘劲勋, Hui Muslin photographer). Sufi’s Plateau, series 1, no. 27. 

September 2007. Honggangzi, Tongxin County, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region. People traveled by truck to visit the "Mazar" located a hundred miles away.



Liu Jinxun (刘劲勋, Hui Muslin photographer). Sufi’s Plateau, series 1, no. 23. 

January 2007. Zhaojiashan, Haiyuan County, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region. Young boys studying the Quran in a mosque.



Liu Jinxun (刘劲勋, Hui Muslin photographer). Sufi’s Plateau, series 1, no. 20. 

May 2007. Tongxin County, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region. Female students preparing for class at a girls' Arabic language school.



Haijie. Childhood Memory of  the Green Train. AI-generated image.
Wang Fuchun. Two Muslims worshipped in the train. In Chinese on 
the Train, 1991–2012.









Haijie. A couple embracing on a boat in the Three Gorges. AI-

generated image. 2023.

AI and Emotional Expressions
Hai Jie wrote:

People are often concerned that AI lacks emotion. In fact, all media are neutral and 

emotionless; the emotions we perceive through media are the emotions released by their 

users.

I have tried to create AI-generated images that express subtle emotions. Using Midjourney, 

I generated an image of  a couple embracing each other on a ferry crossing the Three 

Gorges. When conceiving this image, memories of  photographer 颜长江 Yan 

Changjiang’s melancholic depictions of  the Three Gorges, as well as the warm, backlit 

ferry scenes captured by artist 木格Mu Ge gave me visual clues. I envisioned a scene on a 

misty, overcast day: an impoverished couple embracing on a small boat traveling through 

the Three Gorges. The man’s back faces the camera, while the woman’s slightly lowered 

profile is visible. His jacket (cheap, artificial leather) is almost entirely peeling, with its 

collar irregularly rolled up, and his hair damp with mist. The woman wears a simple dark 

brown coat. Their embrace is restrained yet dignified. The turbulent river and the 

vulnerable couple reveal a strong contrast between the violent power of  nature and the 

world, and the fragility of  human existence. Despite their poverty, one can feel the 

unwavering emotional strength between them.



Muge. Going Home (回家). 2004-2009 http://mugetang.com Yan Changjiang. The Daning River in front of  the city gate in Dachang Town, 

Wushan County, January 10, 2003. The “Three Gorges” series photos were taken 

between Chongqing and Zigui between 2002 and 2008, which is the traditionally 

known Sichuan River (now the Three Gorges Reservoir area). 

http://mugetang.com/


Hai Jie wrote:

In this image, a pair of  twin girls from Northwest China, dressed in red, sit 

in a truck parked on the Gobi Desert. Their composure, hairstyles, and 

clothing are quite ordinary, and their facial expressions conform to 

conventional Chinese aesthetics. They lack the commercialized qualities of  

fashion models typically seen in AI-generated imagery.

I used Midjourney’s “/describe” command—which performs the opposite 

function of  the “/imagine” command used to generate an image—to 

produce textual descriptions of  the original image. Midjourney generated 

four different text descriptions based on the uploaded image. I then created 

four new images using these descriptions. The test revealed that these 

newly generated images transformed the original simple and natural 

portrayal of  the twins into stylized depictions resembling fashion models, 

featuring professional poses, internationalized appearances, and strong 

commercial appeal. Furthermore, their skin tone had changed to a 

wheatish tan, aligning with Western aesthetic preferences.



Confusion with the word “crane” in visual 

representation/translation.

Settler colonialism and resource extraction in 

Northwest China.

Brutal and violent technical, capital, and state power.



Hai Jie’s reflections on AI-image creation

sacrifice, self, mental mirror, and imagination

➢ AI-generated images exist within the framework of  Heidegger’s concept of  The Age of  the World Picture (German: Die 

Zeit des Weltbildes). An AI image is not an image of  the world; rather, it is the world conceived and mastered as images.

➢ AI image creators must draw upon their full reservoir of  image experience and memory to approach the ideal realm of  

representation. This process presupposes imagination. Guided by the dictates of  imagination, creators summon 

memories, experiences, and aesthetic tastes, they turn the world experienced and imagined into images.

➢ Generative models trained on large datasets exploit users’ time and extract data from their thoughts, memories, and 

aesthetic experiences. Defending subjectivity has therefore become an imperative task for the art world.

➢ From the outset, AI’s data interface has penetrated deeply into our minds, scanning the creator’s consciousness and 

mental imagery. AI-image Creation is a confession, and AI resembles a confessional. 

➢ AI is anonymous. The recipient is invisible, yet all the mental information contained in the text lies within its reach.

Heidegger, Martin. 2002. “The Age of  the World Picture.” In Off  the Beaten Track, edited and translated by Julian Young and 

Kenneth Haynes, 57–85. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



Hai Jie’s reflections on AI-image creation

sacrifice, self, mental mirror, and imagination (continued)

➢ AI images are like a rearranged self  reflected in a mirror. Each AI-generated image is the algorithm’s interpretation 

of  the creator’s visual experiences and memories. Through prolonged feeding, this observation, continuously 

adjusted and refined through data processing, comes ever closer to the creator’s own inner self.

➢ AI image creators invest significant time and effort in capturing their mental images and reflections. This sustained 

mental activity inevitably shapes the AI’s perceptual tendencies, allowing the system, through constant adjustment, 

to approximate the creator’s mental texture of  creation. Ideally, in the future, AI will function as a draft of  the 

creator’s inner image. The expressive power of  AI imagery will depend on the creator’s concepts, cognition, linguistic 

(translation) ability, and visual experience.

➢ AI possesses its own aesthetic. Its underlying script exists for the realization of  imagination, and imagination expands 

the dimensions of  space. This is the outcome of  humans communicating with the code they write.



The logic of  AI-generated images aligns with “all physical bodies are made up entirely of  

layers of  ghostlike images, an infinite number of  leaflike skins laid on top of  one 

another,” a phrase that Félix Nadar borrowed from Balzac. Nadar wrote:

According to Balzac’s theory, all physical bodies are made up entirely of  layers of  

ghostlike images, an infinite number of  leaflike skins laid on top of  one another. 

Since Balzac believed that man was incapable of  making something material from 

an apparition—that is, creating something from nothing—he concluded that every 

time someone had his photograph taken, one of  the spectral layers was removed 

from the body and transferred to the photograph. Repeated exposures entailed the 

unavoidable loss of  subsequent ghostly layers, that is, the very essence of  life.

Nadar, Félix. 2015. When I Was a Photographer. Translated by Eduardo Cadava and Liana Theodoratou. Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: The MIT Press. (original French title: “Quand j'étais photographe”)

An online version: https://photoquotations.com/a/502/Nadar

Hai Jie’s reflections on AI-image creation: “Specter” theory

https://photoquotations.com/a/502/Nadar


Hai Jie’s reflections on AI-image creation: continued

➢ AI’s textual prompts are like incantations. Incantations are coded text, fragments of  language. AI drawing software acts as both a 

tearing machine and a stitcher. Language, shattered and cast into prompts, disappears; the text becomes a sacrifice and vanishes, 

replaced by images. As images are regenerated and text recedes, they proclaim a new atlas of  writing: writing is no longer 

meant to be read but to be seen, to be gazed upon as image. The narrative logic of  written language becomes concealed, while 

images, generated through language, enter the chain of  transmission. Text becomes an unspeakable incantation. The creator 

returns to the totality of  language.

➢ In ancient warfare, beacon towers served as a medium for transmitting information. In the context of  AI, keywords assume a 

similar function, relaying instructions layer by layer to the underlying database to generate an image.

➢ The logic of  image generation: In the ocean of  big data, image resources are drawn in wherever the tentacles of  data can reach, 

and then broken down by programs. These fragments are identified and categorized, encoded, and scattered like dismembered 

body parts awaiting activation and awakening by the instructions and descriptive texts of  AI drawing software. The software 

then searches for and stitches these fragments together within a larger descriptive image hierarchy, performing the final 

rendering. The instructions function like a plastic surgeon. Owing to the complexity of  the algorithm, the resulting images may 

show various forms of  rejection or glitches, such as damaged limbs or extra ones.



Hai Jie’s reflections on AI-image creation: comparisons between AI-image and photography

➢ Photography is a process of  searching; its inherent walking and journey no longer apply to AI. People can now generate 

AI images without leaving their homes, relying solely on text descriptions and computational transfer capabilities, 

without the need for equipment, materials, or technical skills.

➢ The similarity between AI-generated images and photography is superficial. Zooming in on an AI image, you will realize 

its underlying structure resembles brushstrokes rather than pixels. It is similar to the gestures of  ancient painting 

techniques or layered application methods.

➢ AI is not photography. AI’s brilliance lies in its ability to resemble photography yet do things that photography cannot. 

➢ AI image generation inclines toward naturalism rather than humanism. AI image-generation software does not 

painstakingly refine a face in a mid-ground scene with humanistic care; instead, faces often appear stiff, lifeless, or 

spectre-like. This is because the system assigns equal descriptive weight to all elements within the scene. In a mid-ground 

composition, the ground and the face are rendered with the same priority. The algorithm highlights specific details only 

when the creator explicitly requests a close-up—especially of  the face.



Hai Jie’s reflections on AI-image creation: Linguistic and Cultural Imperialism, Digital Colonialism, and Data Colonialism

➢ Accurately expressing one’s mental imagery requires a critical re-examination of  one’s language expression and an awareness of  how 

meaning shifts across translated cultural contexts.

➢ The proportion of  Chinese data in AI-generated content is extremely low; as a result, Chinese culture is often marginalized within the 

AI ecosystem.

➢ From the perspective of  image politics, the programmers behind AI-generation software operate largely within the cultural 

framework and cognitive habits of  the English-speaking world. Texts produced in other languages, such as Chinese, face reduction, 

loss, deviation, and distortion of  meaning during processes of  data transfer and model training. Distant and unfamiliar cultures are 

thus at risk of  being exoticized or stereotyped.

➢ AI image creators must therefore resist linguistic imperialism, digital colonialism, and data colonialism, as well as the spatial 

compression that underlies new forms of  cultural colonization.



On April 26, 2023, Haijie and I discussed AI-generated image creation privately on WeChat. 

➢ Observing AI-generated artwork series by mainland Chinese artists, Haijie said: “I don’t think AI is suitable for creating 

an artwork series. Because AI itself  is unreal, creating a series weakens the work.”

➢ Haijie continued: “I find AI unsuitable for anthropological field research and similar work. It’s better suited for expressing 

emotions, especially the subconscious visualization of  personal memories.”

➢ “I’m using AI to compensate for my childhood—to extract, retrieve, and fuse childhood feelings and memories, and to 

address the sense of  loss I experienced then. The cultural geography of  my childhood homeland was, essentially, a 

desolate land. 

➢ Through AI, I return once again to literature.”

Yan: 

➢ “AI images have a non-human strangeness. In fact, AI is somewhat like the imaginations people had about other 

countries when communication was impossible hundreds of  years ago.”

➢ “If  AI and existing knowledge maintain an isomorphic relationship, it will generate the most abstract and fixed 

banalities.”



Li Ming is an artist, writer, and architect who lives and works in Beijing. 

His practice focuses on the changes in Northwest China and along the 

Silk Road. Using video, photography, painting, text, and other 

multimedia forms, he explores the historical, cultural, and ecological 

changes of  the region.

Born in Xining, the capital city of  Qinghai Province, Li grew up in a 

region where Tibetans, Chinese Muslims (Hui people), Mongolians, 

Han-Chinese settlers, and Silk Road travelers have coexisted and often 

conflicted for thousands of  years. As a child, he studied traditional 

painting under one of  his granduncles, a temple painter at the 

Kumbum Monastery, a sacred Tibetan gompa founded in 1583. 

Although trained as an architect, Li later taught himself  classical 

Chinese shanshuihua (山水画, “mountain and water paintings,” or 

traditional Chinese landscape painting) and calligraphy, later devoting 

himself  to photography. He is also a fine travel and historical writer.



His early works include Beneath the Citadels: The Visible Islamic World, 

a decade-long project documenting architectural transformations in mosques across China.



The other work is Traveling in the Mountains, a series of  classical 

shanshuihua paintings made with pigments derived from wastewater 

collected from domestic air purifiers mixed with watercolor paints, 

painted on recycled China Daily newspapers. This series was exhibited in 

Breathing at Galerie B-312 in Montreal (2020) and in Breathing in China: 

Art, Ethics, and Environment at the Art Gallery of  Hamilton (2023).

Breathing. Galerie B-312. https://www.galerieb312.ca/en/programmation/jean-francois-cote-breathing

Breathing in China: Art, Ethics, and Environment. Art Gallery of Hamilton, 2023. 

https://www.artgalleryofhamilton.com/exhibition/breathing-in-china/
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Li Ming’s book Migrating and Pasturing Along the Rivers and Ancient Passes: 

Witness and Stories of  Northwest China (2022, 208 pages), combines travelogues, 

stories, historical reflections, and photographs taken during his many journeys 

along the Silk Road. In 2023, he created a companion photo book using AI tools, 

juxtaposing AI-generated images with his own photographs from the area. This 

collection includes approximately one hundred images.



Netchev, Simeon. "Map of  the Silk Road at Its Height in the Late 8th Century." World History 
Encyclopedia. Last modified February 04, 2025. 

https://www.worldhistory.org/image/146/map-of-the-silk-road-at-its-height-in-the-late-8th/. 
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Sven Hedin in International Dunhuang Programme (IDP) 國際敦煌項目 https://idp.bl.uk/collection/?term=sven%20hedin 
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Sven Hedin in International Dunhuang Programme (IDP) 

國際敦煌項目



Li Ming’s travel routes during fieldwork for his book and art project, Migrating and Pasturing Along the Rivers and Ancient 
Passes: Witness and Stories of  Northwest China.



Li Ming. From the Forbidden City to Loulan. AI-generated image series.

Loulan  (樓蘭) was an ancient kingdom centered around a vital oasis city along the Silk Road, already known in the 2nd century BCE on the northeastern edge of  the Lop 

Desert. The ruins of  Loulan were discovered by the Swedish explorer Sven Hedin in 1900.



IDP Field Trip: Karadong camp at night, 19 November 2011. 

https://idp.bl.uk/collection/9B299EEC5B464EA5A389B8A382D22C05/

Li Ming. From the Forbidden City to Loulan. AI-generated image series.



Li Ming. The code of  the earth. AI-generated image.



Li Ming. Qin Dynasty soldiers (Terracotta Army). AI-generated image. Li Ming. The Great Wall on the Silk Road. AI-generated image.



Li Ming. A dying soilder. AI-generated image. Li Ming. A Ming Dynasty solider. AI-generated image.



Li Ming. Yānzhī Mountain (left), Sad Mongolians (right). AI-generated image.

Yānzhī Mountain (焉支山) is located in the southern part of  the Hexi Corridor along the Silk Road, about 50 kilometers southeast of  Shandan County, Gansu Province, China. The 

name of  the mountain appears in historical records and numerous ancient poems that recount the conflicts between the Xiongnu tribal confederation (which included the ancestors of  

the Mongolian people) and the Han Chinese dynasties, as well as the subsequent conquest of  the Xiongnu by Han Chinese military forces and settlers. 

Note: the iron horse shown in the left image hints at the historical importance of  horses and iron in China, two indispensable military powers that enabled the Qin Kingdom to unify 

China more than 2000 years ago. In the 20th century, the presence of  military horse farms and modern technology in Northwest China ensured the control of  the territory and the 

people living in this region.
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Riding a horse to do a nucleic acid test 

for COVID-19 in remote Northwest 

China during the COVID-19 

pandemic lockdown. It was ridiculous 

and purely a performance of  

authoritarian arbitrariness and 

anarchistic control over people. 



Li Ming. The spring wind will not blow to the Yumen Pass. AI-generated image.

Tune of  Liangzhou, No. 1

Wang Zhihuan (王之涣, 688–742), Tang Dynasty Poet. 

Translated by Yan Zhou

The Yellow River    ascends far    into the white clouds

A solitary city    surrounded by mountains    ten thousand  arm-lengths high.

Why should the qīang flute    lament    the retreat of  willows? 

The spring wind    will not    blow to    the Yumen Pass

涼州詞 (其一)

王之渙

黃河遠上白雲間，
一片孤城萬仞山。
羌笛何須怨楊柳，
春風不度玉門關。

A note for the translation:

In the English translation, I use four spaces to mark rhythmic pauses or reading-sound intervals in a line.

Note: Liangzhou (涼州)

During the Western Han Dynasty (202 BC–9 AD), the Liangzhou Inspectorate was established to govern the area corresponding to present-day Gansu, Ningxia, and the Huangshui River 

region of  Qinghai.

In the Tang Dynasty, the “Tune of  Liangzhou” (涼州詞), a musical tone accompanied by poems written to its melody, and often performed with Central Asian dances, spread widely across 

China. The Tang poet Du Mu once wrote in his Hehuang Poems: “Only the songs and dances of  Liangzhou have spread among the idlers of  the world.” 唯有凉州歌舞曲，流传天下乐闲人。



An Anecdote from The Complete Tang Poems, Volume 253: “Collection of  Strange Tales”

During the mid-Kaiyuan era (720–730), Wang Zhihuan shared equal fame with Wang Changling and Gao Shi as one of  the celebrated poets of  the 

Frontier Poetry (邊塞詩). One day, the three went to a tavern to drink. In the same place, a group of  musicians and performers were holding a 

banquet. Avoiding the noise and bustle, the poets sat quietly behind a stove to watch.

Soon, four beautiful young women, all of  them were famous singers and musicians of  the time, began to play music. The poets whispered among 

themselves:

“We are all renowned for our poetry, yet we have never decided who is the best. Today, we can secretly observe which poems these girls sing most 

often. Whoever’s verses are sung the most shall be deemed the best.”

The girls first sang poems by Wang Changling, then by Gao Shi, and then again by Wang Changling. Confident of  his own renown, Wang Zhihuan 

pointed to the most beautiful of  the girls and said, “If  this girl sings a poem that is not mine, I will never again argue poetry with you.”

Then the young girl, wearing shuāng huán (雙鬟, two side buns, a hairstyle signifying young girls), began to sing. Indeed, the song she chose was 

Wang Zhihuan’s poem “The Yellow River ascends far…”

Everyone burst into laughter. When the girls asked what was so amusing, the poets told them the story. Then they invited the poets to join their 

banquet. They accepted, and all drank together until the day expired.”

全唐詩·卷253 《集異記》云：「開元中，之渙與王昌齡、高適齊名，共詣旗亭，貰酒小飲。有梨園伶官十數人會讌，三人因避席隈映，
擁爐以觀焉。俄有妙妓四輩奏樂，皆當時名部。昌齡等私相約曰：『我輩各擅詩名，每不自定甲乙，今者可以密觀諸伶所謳，若詩入
歌詞之多者爲優。』初謳昌齡詩，次謳適詩，又次復謳昌齡詩。之渙自以得名已久，因指諸妓中最佳者曰：『待此子所唱，如非我詩，
即終身不敢與子爭衡。』次至雙鬟發聲，果謳『黃河』云云，因大諧笑。諸伶詣問，語其事，乃競拜乞就筵席，三人從之，飲醉竟
日。」



Unknown artist. 

A Depiction of  the Chinese 
Monk Xuanzang on His 
Journey to India. 14th 

century.

Li Ming, Xuanzang Trapped in the Moheyan Desert (now known as the “Hashun 

Gobi,” located between Lop Nur and Yumen Pass). AI-generated image.

Xuanzang (玄奘; 602–664) was a Chinese Buddhist monk, scholar, traveler, and 

translator of  the High Tang period. He journeyed to the Indian subcontinent between 

629 and 645, bringing back 657 Sanskrit texts to China. Later, at the Great Jianfu 

Temple in Chang’an (present-day Xi’an), he organized and translated these scriptures 

into Chinese. His Record of  the Western Regions (大唐西域記) remains one of  the 

most important historical accounts of  his time.





Left: A painter in Dunhuang (Mogao Caves)

Right: A monk in Dunhuang



Marco Polo on the Silk Road



Li Ming. Bento de Góis on His Deathbed. AI-generated image.

Bento de Góis (1562–1607; Chinese: 厄本笃 or 鄂本笃) was a Portuguese Jesuit missionary and explorer, the first 

known European to travel overland from India to China. He died in Suzhou, Gansu Province, on April 11, 1607.



Muslims on the Silk Road





A peasant or a herdsman on the Silk Road



Li Ming. A Henan province migrant and his monkey. AI-generated image.



Dong Fuxiang (董福祥, 1839–1908), born in the 

western Chinese province of  Gansu, was a non-

Muslim Han Chinese general who commanded 

an army of  Hui Muslim soldiers.



The dead Populus euphratica (commonly known as the Euphrates poplar, desert poplar, or diversifolious poplar) near the ruins of  the Loulan Kingdom in the Tarim Basin are 

estimated to be over two thousand years old. Locals have mythologized these trees, describing them as having dragon-like forms. They would never cut or harm them.



Wang Yifan. Muslin morning market. 2023-

Wang Yifan, currently an MFA student at OCAD, was born into a Hui 

Muslim family in Beijing. In her artworks, she seeks to capture the traces 

of  Muslim daily life that have been increasingly threatened by demolition 

and erasure due to shifting political agendas targeting Islamic language, 

religion, and culture. Her work is distinctly different from that of  male Hui 

Muslim artists in China.



https://www.canva.com/design/DAGFRnvY6p4/ybGnM0n_UGdDCMcHExrnSw/view?utm_co

ntent=DAGFRnvY6p4&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=viewer 

In April 2023, the artist Jimu (吉木) sent me several portfolios 

from his botanical art project, consisting of  AI-generated images 

depicting Western plant hunters and Chinese botanists. They 

include five portfolios: gardens and archives; wisdom natives; 

botanical illustrations; ship devices and gadgets; and members. I 

provided a critique of  this series of  works.

https://www.canva.com/design/DAGFRnvY6p4/ybGnM0n_UGdDCMcHExrnSw/view?utm_content=DAGFRnvY6p4&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=viewer
https://www.canva.com/design/DAGFRnvY6p4/ybGnM0n_UGdDCMcHExrnSw/view?utm_content=DAGFRnvY6p4&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=viewer


Jimu. gardens and archives. 2023.



Jimu. wisdom natives. 2023.



Jimu. botanical 

illustrations. 2023.



Jimu. ship devices and 

gadgets. 2023.



Jimu. members. 2023.



I asked ChatGPT to summarize my critiques:

AI Vision and Its Nature

AI vision reorganizes human visual information in a non-human way.

AI-generated images are often bright and sharp, but figures, especially faces, can appear stiff  and lifeless.

AI reproduces visual and cultural knowledge based on its source material, which can perpetuate historical biases.

Historical Bias in Source Material

Much of  the visual and cultural data comes from centuries influenced by Eurocentrism, colonialism, and the authority of  Western science.

Critiques and alternative perspectives have emerged in academic fields but have not fully entered public visual culture.

Without specific and critical instructions, AI tends to reproduce these biased, stereotypical representations.

Stereotypes and Indigenous Representation

Traditional Western natural history depicted indigenous peoples and non-Westerners as “specimens” rather than active participants.

AI-generated images of  indigenous people often mirror 19th-century European “romanticized savages” depictions, stripping figures of  specificity and 

historical context.

Diversity in Human and Cultural Depictions

Explorers and visual artists who directly engaged with different cultures could capture specific human and cultural traits.

Non-Western participants have always contributed to cultural and scientific knowledge, but AI risks erasing this diversity.

Botanical Representation and Global History

AI-generated vegetation often shows a uniform tropical/subtropical landscape and European-style greenhouses.

Historically, botanical study was global, with diverse actors. Local experts from diverse cultures worked in unique botanical sites such as nurseries, herb 

gardens, pharmacies, and spice markets.

Global Exploration and Crew Diversity

Plant explorers traveled on ships from many countries, not just Europe, and crews were ethnically diverse.

Chinese, Indian, Southeast Asian, African, Arab, and indigenous people actively participated in global exploration and trade.

Challenges of  AI Knowledge Integration

AI integrates knowledge according to its own logic, which can obscure historical relationships, cultural contexts, and complexity.

This integration risks reinforcing stereotypes and flattening the richness of  human and cultural diversity.













GIORGIO AGAMBEN, ON ARTIFICIAL 

INTELLIGENCE AND NATURAL STUPIDITY

HTTPS://WWW.QUODLIBET.IT/GIORGIO-AGAMBEN-

SULL-U2019INTELLIGENZA-ARTIFICIALE-E-SULLA-STUPI 
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