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It. Algoritmo; Fr. Algorithme; Germ. Algorithmus; Span. Algoritmo. The word stems from the medieval Latin 

algorithmus or algorismus, which is derived from the name of the Arab mathematician Muhammad ibn 

Musa al-Khwarizmi (Ninth century AD), a native of the Khwarazm region in Central Asia. In the Middle 

Ages the term designated all procedures for numerical calculation using Arabic numerals. In today’s use, 

an algorithm is a well-defined and finite set of steps to solve a problem or class of problems. In this form, 

problem solving consists of the transformation of a specific input, which represents a starting state, into a 

specific output, the end state. Algorithms are implemented in the execution of computer programs, but 

they can also be formulated as systems of rules in natural language (Christian, Griffith 2016). The concept 

of algorithms is associated with the idea of automatization and the transfer of control to external and 

mechanical procedures. Concerning the relationship with aesthetics and the arts, algorithms have been 

used as tools in the creative process and for the generation of artworks. In recent times, algorithms have 

been implemented in the observation and analysis of individual aesthetic choices and in the suggestion 

and evaluation systems employed in all contemporary digital platforms. Consumption of cultural and 

aesthetic products is therefore increasingly mediated and regulated by software and algorithms that track 

human behavior. This constitutes the core of recent debates about the relationship between human 

activity, digitalization, and artificial intelligence. 

 

ALGORITHMIC AND RULE-BASED CREATION 

The experiments in the 1960s in the emerging computer and digital arts can be considered one of the first 

use of algorithms in the aesthetic domain. In 1965, exhibitions like Generative Computergrafik (Stuttgart) 

and Computer-Generated Pictures (New York) showed works by artists that consisted of digital drawings 

based on mathematical functions (see entry on “Computer Art”). During the 1970s and the 1980s, artists 

increasingly experimented with computerized imaging techniques, interactive digital works, mechanical 
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generation of objects and texts. Finally, with the advent of the World Wide Web in the 1990s these 

experimentations fell under the broader domain of “Net art”. 

The forerunner of computer algorithms in art can be found in the tradition of rule-guided art dating back 

to the early Dadaist experiments at the beginning of the twentieth century and, after the war, to the 

Fluxus performances and the work of conceptual artists. “Instructional art” and rule-based works were 

inspired by the idea of a procedure in which control is transferred to the automation of previously 

established rules. The instructional element is based on procedures and formal instructions that generate 

a result in a number of finite steps. As a famous example, the instructions of a Sol Lewitt wall drawing 

could basically considered an algorithm for generating a mural painting. (“The idea becomes the machine 

that makes the art”, Lewitt 1967.). 

 

ALGORITHM, TASTE, AND AESTHETIC CHOICE 

Today, the relationship between algorithmic analysis of information and aesthetics goes beyond avant-

garde experiments, and instead concerns the more general issue of the role of artificial intelligence in 

human cultural processes. Not only is artificial intelligence progressively used in the production of video, 

music, design, architecture (Manovich 2018), but “intelligent” algorithms play an increasingly pervasive 

role in the dissemination of cultural products themselves through thought suggestion systems that advise 

us about what we should watch, buy, listen to. 

Externalization and automation are two principal characteristics of this development. It is not only the case 

that data and knowledge are increasingly located in external memories, but also that the use of algorithms 

in tracking human aesthetic choice and influencing it through suggestion allows us to think that taste 

formation itself happens to a greater extent in external systems. From this perspective, algorithms and 

digital platforms can be seen as tools of introspection helping us understand “what we like”, even though 

it should not be forgotten that these systems are not meant to describe our aesthetic preferences 

passively. Suggestion mechanisms follow opaque rules that are aimed at increasing consumption and 

engagement, not necessarily delivering a true picture of our profile as aesthetic consumers. 

In music consumption, for example, platforms such as Spotify (Morris 2015, Aguiar et al. 2018) 

systematically collect user listening data that can link music content (by means of automated extraction of 

musicological qualities of songs), online text references (in critical articles or discussion forums), and 

demographic profiles of consumers to generate tailored suggestions. The profiling of listeners’ tastes has 

in turn led artists to adapt their creativity in producing music that is more likely to succeed according to 

algorithmic analysis (Gauvin 2018). In a similar way, Netflix has refined its analysis of spectator choices 

based on his/her choices and behavior (breaks, interruptions, time of the day that the movies are watched, 

and so on). The collection of this huge amount of data has not only allowed the system to customize its 

suggestions in an increasingly precise way, but has also enabled the company to become a “system for 

calculating culture” (Finn 2015) and enables it to predict with effectiveness which type of story, plot, actors 

and movie setting would make a movie or a series successful. This also led the company to use the data to 
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independently produce its own media. The influence of this extended and pervasive analysis of consumer 

tastes on the creative process can be considered as the peak of the process of standardization and 

economic efficiency that drive today’s culture industry. Moreover, as Boris Groys (2016) states, 

contemporary experimental and avant-garde artists and all “artworld’s” members such as critics, curators, 

or theorists are also subject to the information flux and are not excluded from the digital flow of 

information and its algorithmic underpinning. 

 

CONTEMPORARY DEBATE AND OPEN QUESTIONS 

The fact that our choices in aesthetic consumption has been largely delegated to algorithms has led many 

to ask whether we are witnessing a loss of control and agency in deciding what to experience and how to 

shape our own taste. The propensity to open up to certain artworks would be determined by 

algorithmically driven “nudges” and not simply left to chance or autonomous cultivation of aesthetic 

competence. A further issue is the problem of the opacity of the algorithms: the processes that guide our 

decision-making are far from transparent, since they are mostly the product of commercially oriented 

companies. Moreover, algorithms are “cultural machines” (Finn 2017) aimed to make our aesthetic 

consumption efficient and, at the same time, to mold our preferences in the direction of maximal 

engagement, while at the same time allowing for the collection of huge amounts of information about 

users’ behavior. In this context, the question arises as to whether algorithmic rationalization leads to a 

standardization and homogenization of tastes, styles and aesthetic innovations, or, on the contrary, a 

growing fragmentation of trends in the world of art or consumption should be expected by virtue of an 

increasingly detailed customization of user preferences. 

On a final note, it may also be simplistic to view algorithms in purely negative terms, since this 

development can also be seen as further progress in the integration and intertwining of technology and 

humanity (see Simondon 1958). Just as the telescope enhanced our vision, or writing systems made the 

storage of cultural memory possible, algorithms’ effect on creativity, taste, and aesthetic choice also 

represents a new tool that allow us to widen and enrich our aesthetic experience and consumption 

choices. 
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