Virginia Commonwealth University

VCU Scholars Compass

Theses and Dissertations Graduate School

2021

Reanimator/Reflection: Creating Mirrors through Time with Al,
Sound, Video and Live-generated Art in the Dark Age of the
COVID-19 Pandemic

Eric Millikin
Virginia Commonwealth University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd

b Part of the American Popular Culture Commons, Art Practice Commons, Audio Arts and Acoustics
Commons, Digital Humanities Commons, Fine Arts Commons, Interactive Arts Commons,
Interdisciplinary Arts and Media Commons, Other Arts and Humanities Commons, and the Sculpture
Commons

© The Author

Downloaded from
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd/6694

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at VCU Scholars Compass. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of VCU Scholars Compass.
For more information, please contact libcompass@vcu.edu.


http://www.vcu.edu/
http://www.vcu.edu/
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/gradschool
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/443?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/509?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1140?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1140?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1286?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1141?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1136?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1137?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/577?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1341?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1341?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd/6694?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fetd%2F6694&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:libcompass@vcu.edu

Reanimator/Reflection:
Creating Mirrors through Time
with Al, Sound, Video and Live-generated Art
in the Dark Age of the COVID-19 Pandemic




Reanimator/Reflection:
Creating Mirrors through Time
with AI, Sound, Video and Live-generated Art
in the Dark Age of the COVID-19 Pandemic

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Master of Fine Arts in the Department of Kinetic Imaging
at the Virginia Commonwealth University School of the Arts

By Eric Millikin

BFA Studio Art, Michigan State University, 1998
MFA Kinetic Imaging, Virginia Commonwealth University, 2021

Department Chair:
Stephen Vitiello, Professor of Kinetic Imaging

Graduate Program Director:
Orla Mc Hardy, Associate Professor of Kinetic Imaging

Thesis Committee:
Bob Paris, Associate Professor of Kinetic Imaging
Paul Rucker, Assistant Professor, Curator for Creative Collaboration
Semi Ryu, Associate Professor of Kinetic Imaging and Internal Medicine
Wes Taylor, Assistant Professor of Art Foundation, Professor of Graphic Design

Virginia Commonwealth University
Richmond, Virginia
May 7, 2021



© Eric Millikin 2021
All Rights Reserved



Acknowledgments

Department Chair and first reason I was interested in this MFA program:
Stephen Vitiello

Graduate Director and first person I met in this MFA program:
Orla Mc Hardy

My Dream Team of an MFA Thesis Committee:
Bob Paris, Paul Rucker, Semi Ryu, Wes Taylor

Other VCUarts faculty whom I have studied with and/or assisted:
Rob Carter, Amber Esseiva, Marcus Fischer, Jonathan Molina-Garcia,
Kate Sicchio, Stephanie Robbins Thulin, Pamela Turner, Andrea Williams

Artists who have visited me or whom I have visited as part of my MFA:
American Artist, Aideen Barry, Regine Basha, Raven Chacon, Tony Cokes, James Duesing,
Corin Hewitt, Dean Moss, Tony Oursler, Robin Rimbaud, Antonio Roberts, Pieter Schoolwerth

From The Anderson gallery, where I held my MFA exhibition:
Monica Kinsey Thomas, Chase Westfall

Other KI MFA students I studied with:
Jared Duesterhaus, Martha Glenn, Bella Kubo, Chad Mundie,
muthi reed, Brook Vann, Yonghun Jung

Additional Support:
Laura Cloud, Robert Huschka, John Olson, Jon Rajkovich,
Josh Rodenberg, Russell White, Kim Zaninovich

Virginia Museum of Fine Arts:
Ingrid Stump, Advancement Services Coordinator

Among the monuments I got to see torn down in Richmond, VA:
Jefferson Davis

On the Cover:
the place chosen for purely symbolic and fantastically aesthetic reasons. Eric Millikin, 2021.
Media: Live-generated video, Al trained on images adapted from H.P. Lovecraft texts, ultra short

throw laser video projection. Duration: Infinite. Dimensions: Variable, here 204 x 115”.

Cover photo and figures 9, 10 and 11 by Terry Brown. All others by Eric Millikin.

4



Abstract

Reanimator/Reflection:
Creating Mirrors through Time
with Al, Sound, Video and Live-generated Art
in the Dark Age of the COVID-19 Pandemic

By Eric Millikin, MFA
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Master of Fine Arts in the Department of Kinetic Imaging

at the Virginia Commonwealth University School of the Arts

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2021.

Graduate Program Director: Orla Mc Hardy, Associate Professor of Kinetic Imaging

For my MFA thesis exhibition entitled Reanimator/Reflection, 1 used artificial
intelligence to create three new works of sound and live-generated video art, each based on
mirror reflections and 100-year-old racist post-pandemic horror literature by early 20th century
American author H. P. Lovecraft. The themes of these writings mirror the issues of our current
time. The primary works of Lovecraft that I referenced in the exhibition are “Herbert West:
Reanimator,” (1922) a serialized tale about graduate school experiments which attempted to
return the dead to life during a plague, and “Nyarlathotep,” (1920) a prose poem that suggests
even our dreams might become infected as with a fever. These two particular texts were written
shortly after the early 20th century influenza pandemic that lasted from 1918 to 1920; they
directly address that pandemic and its associated fears; and, then as now during the time of

COVID-19, these pandemic fears are often expressed in racial terms.



THE PLACE CHOSEN FOR PURELY SYMBOLIC
AND FANTASTICALLY AESTHETIC REASONS

The third and final work that I will describe from my Reanimator/Reflection exhibition is
a live-generated video projection, projected large on the wall by an ultra short throw projector.
This video is mirrored horizontally, designed as a sort of Rorschach test, and is also mirrored a
second time in a reflection on the floor. The title of this work is a nod to site specificity of this
work as well as the others in the exhibition: the place chosen for purely symbolic and
fantastically aesthetic reasons.

The title is taken from a phrase from “Herbert West: Reanimator™:

“West’s last quarters were in a venerable house of much elegance,
overlooking one of the oldest burying-grounds in Boston. He had
chosen the place for purely symbolic and fantastically aesthetic
reasons, since most of the interments were of the colonial period
and therefore of little use to a scientist seeking very fresh bodies.
The laboratory was in a sub-cellar secretly constructed by imported
workmen ...”15
The ultra short throw projector that I used here allowed me to create an extremely large
video image on the wall, with the projector positioned quite close to that wall. This allows
viewers to get close to the image and look at and point out the details in the video without getting
in front of the projector. This way they avoid casting a shadow on to the protected image. The
size of the projected image was 204 inches x 115 inches, or 17 feet x 9.6 feet. That’s the

equivalent of a 234" diagonal TV set, or in other words, roughly equal to the size of sixteen 60”

monitors arranged in a 4 x 4 configuration. The projector I used is an HD projector, 1920 pixels x
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Figure 11. The Reanimator/Reflection exhibition, looking in from the entry foyer.

While this is the third and final work I will describe from this show, keep in mind that
this is not the final work that people will experience from my exhibition. Again, since my MFA
thesis exhibition was in the first space in The Anderson gallery building, visitors will experience
the exhibition again in reverse when they exit the building. And when they exit my exhibition —
whether to go further into the building to see other exhibitions or to exit the building completely
— the last of my works they will experience is the first one they experienced: my looping sound

piece, blasphemous flutes from inconceivable, unlighted chambers.
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Figure 13. Sound and video documentation of Eric Millikin’s Reanimator/Reflection exhibition
is at https://vimeo.com/546507462
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