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A Preliminary Discussion on the Viewer: Insights into
Easel Painting in the AI Era

Liu Qingyun"
(* Shanghai University, Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts, Jing’ an, Shanghai, 200040,
China)

Abstract: In the present era, easel painting—or more broadly, painting as the artist’ s creation of
images—faces a number of existential challenges when compared with algorithm-generated imagery.
These challenges concern the very concept of the image itself and provoke a crucial question: for
whom is an easel painting created — the artist or the viewer? To explore this question requires
stepping momentarily outside the astonishment brought by the explosion of information and
technological advancement, and reflecting on the history of easel painting: how does it exist?
Focusing on the notion of the “viewer,” this paper draws on the theory of the “viewer’ sturn” and
examples of Neural Style Transfer (NST) to analyze the dual challenges Al-generated images pose to
easel painting—namely, the blurring of the creator’ s identity that weakens the viewer’ s aesthetic
resonance, and the medium differences that lead to divergent perceptions of artistic value. Ultimately,
it proposes that in the Al era, easel painting must return to the “temperature of the medium” and
“original expression,” reconstructing its value through its “non-commodity attributes.”
Keywords: Easel painting; Neural Style Transfer; Artistic value
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Fig. 1. Example of NST algorithm to transfer the style of a Chinese paint-
ing onto a given photograph. The style image is named “Dwelling in the
Fuchun Mountains™ by Gongwang Huang.
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Figure 7. Stylization result of a toy image, which consists of four
parts of different color or different texiure.
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