
O
nline tools that can create
wonderful, absurd and some-
times horrifying images using

artificial intelligence (AI) have explod-
ed in popularity, sparking soul-
searching over the nature of art. Tech
companies tout their inventions as a
liberating force of art for all, but
purists argue that the artist is still the
central cog in the machine.

Art historian and AI expert Emily L.
Spratt, whose forthcoming book tack-
les the ethics and regulation of AI art,
told AFP that the art world has not
yet found a response to the potential-
ly transformative technology.

Are we all artists now?
Punch a few keywords into an AI

art tool-something like “Brad Pitt in a
rowing boat in space in the style of
Mondrian”-and seconds later boldly
colored line drawings will emerge of
the Hollywood star, paddling in the
stars. There are plenty of fans of
tools like Midjourney, Stable Diffusion
and DALL-E 2 who have proclaimed
this as the democratization of art.

But Spratt reckons such tools are
more about “entertainment and click-
bait” than art. “It is a way to foster
engagement with platforms, which is
of course going to help these compa-
nies,” she said. “The idea that it is
solely a tool of empowerment or that
it will democratize the space is overly
simplistic-it’s naive.”

Rather, she sees the boundary
between AI and other technology
becoming blurred, pointing to the
image manipulation programs already
widely used. “I see the future of AI as
being part of the omnipresent back-
ground architecture for all digital
image-making processes,” she said.
“It will be hard to avoid it because it
seeps into all of our digital interac-
tions, often unbeknownst to us, espe-
cially when we create, edit, or search
images.”

Are there AI masterpieces?
Beyond the simple online tools that

anyone can use, there are plenty of
artists laboring over their own algo-
rithms with bespoke datasets. These
works sell for tens of thousands,
sometimes hundreds of thousands. A
standout practitioner, said Spratt, is
German artist Mario Klingemann
whose “Hyperdimensional Attraction
Series, Bestiary” is a high point of the
genre.

“It is a video of seemingly organic
forms that morph from one physical
entity to another and momentarily
appear as recognizable animals,”
she said. “Honestly, it’s a bit unnerv-
ing but it works well as a commen-
tary on the dividing lines between the
material and immaterial and the limits
of generative AI to replicate the natu-
ral world.” She said his art is con-
stantly asking questions about AI as
a medium, and more widely about
the nature of creativity.

What does art 
world make of AI?
Until relatively recently, there was

very little buzz around AI outside of
video installations, largely because
there was no bank of digital images
with clear labels. Without the source
material, there could be no AI art as
we know it today. That changed a
decade ago when several projects
began to supply huge quantities of
digital images, sparking an explosion
in creativity.

A French collective called Obvious
sold a work for more than $400,000
in 2018 after keenly embracing the
idea that the AI “created” the work.
That sale became hugely controver-
sial after it emerged that they had
used an algorithm written by artist
and programmer Robbie Barrat. “The
reason that the Obvious artwork sold,
especially at that price, was largely
because it was advertised as the first
AI artwork to be offered at a major
auction house,” said Spratt.

“It was really the art market exper-
imenting with the offering of an AI art-
work in step with long-established
approaches to the sale of fine art.” At
that moment, she said, there was
huge interest in bringing together the
tech sector and the art world. But the

tech industry has since been hit by a
dramatic economic slump and invest-
ment and interest have waned.

Major auction houses like
Christie’s and Sotheby’s have since
worked hard to create separate plat-
forms for selling AI art. “It’s like they
don’t want to sully fine art with these
new digital explorations,” Spratt said.
And critics are yet to catch up with
the field and really express what is
good, bad or indifferent, she reck-
oned. “Unfortunately, the AI art dis-
course is not there yet, but I think it
is on its way, and it should come
from the field of art history,” she
insisted.—AFP
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Members of Ghetto Kids, a prominent dance group in Uganda rehearse a dance routine at Big
Talent Entertainment studio during a music video dance rehearsal with Ugandan musician
Edrisah Musuuza, also known as Eddy Kenzo (center), in Makindye, a suburb in Kampala, Uganda. 

S
hort movies nominated for an
Oscar often don’t get wide public
attention. But when one is about

an Iranian girl seeking freedom from
male domination by taking off her veil,
interest is sure to spike. That’s the prem-
ise of “The Red Suitcase”, a 17-minute
movie that, at the Oscar ceremony in
Los Angeles on March 12, will shine a
bright light on the protests that have
gripped Iran since last September.

Set in Luxembourg’s airport, it tells
the story of a 16-year-old Iranian girl
freshly arrived from Tehran who, with
trepidation, takes off her veil to escape
an unhappy fate dictated by men. For
director Cyrus Neshvad, born in Iran
but of Luxembourgish nationality, the
Oscar nomination is a chance to high-
light what the “virus” of the Islamic
regime is doing to the “beautiful body”
of his birth country.

“Once we get this virus out, the body
will be flourishing again,” he told AFP.
The demonstrations in Iran were
sparked by the September 16 death in
custody of a young Iranian woman,
Mahsa Amini, who was detained for
incorrectly wearing the headscarf man-
dated by the country’s religious rulers.

Since then they have spread to
become one of the most serious popular

challenges to the hardline Islamic
theocrats who took power in 1979. The
regime has responded by cracking down
on the protesters with arrests and exe-
cutions-but also turning against those
voicing support, among the country’s
sportspeople and filmmakers.

‘Take your hijab off’ 
For Neshvad, “The Red Suitcase”

wasn’t born of the current uprising in

Iran-it was filmed a year before it start-
ed. But it has its roots in the injustices
faced by his family-of the Bahai religion,
systematically persecuted in Iran-as well
as those long experienced by Iranian
girls and women before Amini’s death
brought them to global attention. “For
me, it (the movie) was about a woman,
which are the women in Iran being
under domination of the man,” said the
director, aged in his 40s.

In Iran, “If a woman wants to do
something, or go visit something, the
man (her father or husband) has to con-
sent and write the paper and sign it,” he
said. For the girl in his movie to take
her veil off, i t  was a moment of
“courage”-for her to rebel against a
path forced upon her, but also to inspire
those watching. “It will be a message:
‘Follow me-like me, take your hijab off,

don’t accept this domination, and let’s
be free, at least have the free will to
decide’,” Neshvad said.

His actress, Nawelle Evad, 22, isn’t
Iranian and used a dialogue coach to
deliver the few lines in Farsi required.
But as a French-Algerian, the issue of
women and Islamic headscarves-and
the debate in the West around them-was
familiar to her.

“I had a Muslim upbringing and I
used to wear it,” she told AFP in Paris,
where she lives. But for her “it was nev-
er an obligation” to wear one, she not-
ed. And even for her character in the
movie, when she takes her headscarf
off, “It’s not of her will, it’s despite her-
self that she removes it-I think there are
many women in Iran, and elsewhere,
where the headscarf is an extension of
themselves.”

Criticism of West too 
In the film though, by removing the

headscarf, her character ultimately
“chooses herself”. “That’s what I find so
beautiful in this film... the doubts that
anybody, in any country, in any culture,
faces... What do I choose for myself? Do
I listen to my family? Am I making my
own choices?” Neshvad’s French
scriptwriting partner, Guillaume Levil,
also suggested that the sexualized air-
port ads in the film underline that the
West, too, can be criticized for exploiting
women and their public image.

The final image of the movie, an ad
showing a blonde model with abundant
curly hair, was emblematic of both social
diktats, the director said. “The closer we
go with the camera on her face, slowly
we see that she’s not happy, and when
we are very, very close, we see that
(she) is even frightened,” he said. “And
with this, I wanted to finish the movie.
So to have both sides, not only one side,
but both sides.” — AFP

French-Algerian actress Nawelle Evad, poses
during a photo session in Paris. — AFP photos

Oscar-bound short lifts veil on Iranian 
women rejecting male domination

Cyrus Neshvad a Luxembourg director of
Iranian origin poses in Luxembourg.

Uganda Grammy
nominee Eddy
Kenzo triumphs
over tragedy
O

rphaned and homeless, Eddy
Kenzo used to struggle to per-
suade DJs to play his songs, but

Uganda’s first Grammy contender said his
success offers hope that even the poorest
person can triumph. Nominated for a
Grammy Award for Best Global Music
Performance, Kenzo-whose real name is
Edrisah Musuuza-said the news left him
“speechless”. “I can’t express my feelings.
It is like I am dreaming,” the 33-year-old
told AFP during an emotional interview in
his studio in the Ugandan capital
Kampala.

“This nomination should give hope to
the underprivileged,” he said. “Even the
poorest and the humblest can make it... if
I made it, they can make it as well.” Born
to a Ugandan father and a Rwandan

mother whose family were among the vic-
tims of the 1994 genocide, Kenzo’s child-
hood was scarred by tragedy after he lost
both his parents to illness. He was just
four years old.

By the time Kenzo was a teenager, he
was sleeping rough on the streets of
Kampala, often going to bed hungry. “I
suffered as a kid,” he said. His love of
sports and music kept him going and by
2008, he had scraped together the funds
to get off the streets and release his first
song-”Yannimba” (“Deceived me” in the
Luganda language).

‘Make people happy’ 
But he continued to face an uphill bat-

tle, with no financial backing and radio
DJs scoffing at his requests to play his
tracks on air. Two years after his debut
though, he struck gold with the single
“Stamina”, which grew to dominate air-
waves and became a staple at private
parties and discotheques. In 2011, he
won the Best New Artist award at the
Pearl of Africa Music Awards.

His global profile rose with the release
in 2014 of “Sitya Loss” (“I Don’t Fear
Loss”) — a peppy number that harked
back to his traumatic childhood and trum-
peted the power of resilience. “My dream
was to make people happy, when some-

one dances he or she becomes happy,
feels good, laughs, feels loved, shakes off
stress and forgets depressing issues of
the world,” he said. “I also wanted to
become a beacon of hope for those in
despair that regardless of their current
predicament, anyone can make it in life.”

In the intervening years, he went on to
win several prizes for his blend of dance-
hall and Afrobeat, including a Nickelodeon
Kids’ Choice Award in 2018, a BET Award
in 2015, and multiple All Africa Music
Awards. And now he could take home a
Grammy for “Gimme Love”, his 2022
Luganda-English collaboration with US
musician Matt B, when the winners are
announced on February 5.

He is facing off against Nigerian
Afropop musician Burna Boy among oth-
ers for the prize. “If I win, it is an honour to
my fans, my culture and all those that
have touched my life,” said Kenzo, who is
looking forward to attending the star-stud-
ded ceremony in Los Angeles.

Mentoring musicians 
Despite his meteoric rise, the father of

two hasn’t forgotten his humble begin-
nings and said he is keen to pave the way
for others like him. As founder of Big
Talent Entertainment, a studio located in a
densely populated and poor Kampala
neighborhood, he trains and mentors
boys and girls from nearby slums to
develop their musical talent. On the day
AFP visited, around a dozen children on a
break from music practice helped them-
selves to rice, beef, green vegetables and
groundnut stew, wheeled in on huge met-
al platters.

It’s a long way from the glitz and glam-
our of the Grammys but Kenzo said he is
determined not to let international success
change him. For one thing, he plans to
keep producing music in Luganda, despite
English offering a wider audience. “I want
to promote my culture and country through
music,” he said. “Not that I can’t sing in
English but I want to be who I am.” — AFP

ChatGPT maker
fields tool 
for spotting 
AI-written text

C
reators of a ChatGPT bot
causing a stir for its ability
to mimic human writing on

Tuesday released a tool
designed to detect when written
works are authored by artificial
intelligence. The announcement
came amid intense debate at
schools and universities in the
United States and around the
world over concerns that the
software can be used to assist
students with assignments and
help them cheat during exams.
US-based OpenAI said in a blog
post Tuesday that its detection
tool has been trained “to distin-
guish between text written by a
human and text written by AIs
from a variety of providers.”

The bot from OpenAI, which
recently received a massive cash
injection from Microsoft,
responds to simple prompts with
reams of text inspired by data
gathered on the internet. OpenAI
cautioned that its tool can make
mistakes, particularly with texts
containing fewer than 1,000
characters. “While it is impossi-
ble to reliably detect all AI-written
text, we believe good classifiers
can inform mitigations for false
claims that AI-generated text was
written by a human,” OpenAI
said in the post.

“For example, running auto-
mated misinformation cam-
paigns, using AI tools for aca-
demic dishonesty, and position-
ing an AI chatbot as a human.” A
top French university last week
forbade students from using
ChatGPT to complete assign-
ments, in the first such ban at a
college in the country.

The decision came shortly
after word that ChatGPT had
passed exams at a US law
school after writing essays on
topics ranging from constitutional
law to taxation. ChatGPT still
makes factual mistakes, but edu-
cation facilities have rushed to
ban the AI tool.

“We recognize that identifying
AI-written text has been an
important point of discussion
among educators, and equally
important is recognizing the lim-
its and impacts of AI generated
text classifiers in the classroom,”
OpenAI said in the post. “We are
engaging with educators in the
US to learn what they are seeing
in their classrooms and to dis-
cuss ChatGPT’s capabilities and
limitations.” Officials in New York
and other jurisdictions have for-
bidden its use in schools.

A group of Australian universi-
ties have said they would change
exam formats to banish AI tools
and regard them as cheating.
OpenAI said it recommends
using the classifier only with
English text as it performs worse
in other languages.—AFP

Ugandan musician Edrisah Musuuza, stands
outside his Big Talent Entertainment studio.
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Ugandan musician Edrisah Musuuza poses for
a photograph inside his Big Talent
Entertainment studio.

Ugandan musician Edrisah Musuuza, also
known as Eddy Kenzo, poses for a photograph
inside his Big Talent Entertainment studio.


