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In the paradigm of present day western society, almost all aspects of everyday life
have become saturated in technology. Our educational systems, modes of
entertainment, and security systems are all highly technological. With alarm systems,
access controls, closed circuit television surveillance systems, analytic systems, and
smart camera systems, electronic security technology is always around us, being further
developed to keep us safer and safer each day. As a student studying fine arts, I have
come to understand the world around me best through an art historical lens. Since the
beginning of humanity, artists have been using artworks to discuss important aspects of
their ever evolving societies and this tradition continues today. As electronic security
systems have become more deeply entrenched in our lives they have also become a
new subject for contemporary artists to discuss in their works which provide interesting
visualizations of the roles of electronic security systems, how far they have come, and
where they are set to go.
Smart camera technology and analytic software is an increasingly prevalent
element of electronic security. While the existence of cameras dates back to the fifth
century BCE,1 smart camera technology has only really been around since the twentieth
century CE.2 Smart cameras are just what the name implies, cameras that have the
ability to not only take pictures and capture video footage, but also to “make sense of
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what is happening in the image and in some cases take some action.”3 We see smart
camera and analytic technology often in our everyday lives, though we may not realize.
One application of analytic camera technology is facial recognition software which is
used in a number of different capacities, including the latest generation of smartphones
which “unlock” with a momentary glance. The rate of technological evolution is ever
increasing, and we are being introduced to new developments in the field of electronic
security all of the time, so much so that one may become sort of numb to the excitement
of these advanced innovations. Despite this, it is the job of artists to be hyper-aware of
what happens around them so that they may think and speak critically and provoke
others to think and Esther Hovers and Adam Harvey have done just that with their
recent works.
Esther Hovers’ False Positives (figures 1, 2, 3) from 2015-2016 is a series of
photographs meant to emulate the “false positive” mistaken image captures of smart
camera surveillance systems out in the world. Smart cameras used for surveillance are
programmed to recognize certain suspect behaviours, capture images or footage of said
behaviours, and in some cases alert authorities. By capturing organically occurring
moments, staging actors, and photo-shopping images together, Hovers created a series
of images emulating eight specific suspect behaviours recognized by smart cameras:
standing still, fast movements, lonely objects, placement on a corner, clusters breaking
apart, synchronized movements, repeatedly looking back, and deviant directions.4 For
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everyday people who are not familiar with the inner workings of the electronic security
systems that are so present all around us, a photo-series like this one serves as an
interesting glimpse into surveillance technology. The aesthetic of the series serves to
sort of de-humanize the humans because of their scale and because of this, viewers
approach the images analytically, searching for the anomaly or the reason that the
software would have captured the frame in the first place. Hovers sort of turns her
audience into the analytic software that inspires her work. On the other hand, the title
itself – False Positives – reminds us that there have been instances of false
recognitions of benign natural instances as potential threats to security however, even
in the short three-year span since this work, the precision of such smart camera
systems has evolved immensely, circumventing many errors such as these.
Adam Harvey’s CV Dazzle (figures 4, 5, 6) focuses on a different aspect of smart
camera/analytic technology: facial detection and recognition. Facial detection and facial
recognition are becoming very prominent analytic technologies in modern society.
Cameras able to recognize faces are being used for a variety of tasks as well, ranging
from unlocking smartphones, to enabling advanced tracking systems, to gathering
statistical/analytic data, to granting/restricting access based on identity.5 This series of
work by Adam Harvey is a sort of guide of different hair and makeup looks designed to
block smart camera detection and recognition of faces by interrupting spatial
relationships of facial features – a key element of facial recognition algorithms.6 At first
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glance, these images may remind us of futuristic runway fashions, and while the
elements of style and the hyper-cool nature are both important, it is the mental analysis
that viewers naturally undertake that is the most moving part of the work. When we look
at these photographs of obscure makeup applications and inconvenient hair styles, we
are still able to recognize that beneath the “art” there are faces. When a camera
equipped with analytic software looks at these photographs, it is not able to make sense
of what it sees. While humans possess a natural inclination to personify and seek out
human faces and features, cameras and technological systems generally function (or
have until the recent introduction of artificial intelligence into the mainstream) on
algorithms which, as shown in this work, can be easily interrupted. This work may
comment on concepts of privacy in our technologically immersed world, it also teaches
us a great deal about how these facial recognition and detection softwares work and
what their shortcomings may be though of course, this must be taken with a grain of salt
as this project was from 2010 and in the past nine years there have been countless
developments in the technology present.
Though life may imitate art, art certainly comments on life and helps viewers, like
myself, to understand new and important concepts, fields, and phenomena developing
in the world around us. Through creative works like these, it is clear to see just how
present electronic security has become and how quickly it is evolving.
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Adam Harvey, CV Dazzle, 2014
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Figure 5
Adam Harvey, CV Dazzle, 2010
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