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Joshua Frankel 

EMERGENT SYSTEM 

Drawings and animations 

EMERGENT SYSTEM is a body of work by Joshua Frankel including 1001 drawings on 60 sheets 

of paper and an experimental animated film, synchronized to music by Missy Mazzoli, with 

choreography by Faye Driscoll.  

A selection of these drawings are presented at Standard Space, alongside a number of GIFs, 

and the film. 

Carefully edited fragments of bodies in motion are rendered into works on paper. These works 

enable us to look through the eyes of an animator and consider the start and end points of an 

action, as well as the subtle changes that occur in our bodies across a period of time that 

create motion, meaning and beauty. 

Each leaf, diptych or triptych contains all the drawings used in a single shot in the film. 

Filmmaking itself is one of the subjects here. The project is, in part, a consideration of a shot, 

or a moment of animation, as an object with form. 

To stage the bodies in motion, Frankel worked with Driscoll and four dancers to devise and 

shoot footage of a series of relationships and actions. The ideas in Mazzoli’s music, Frankel’s 

initial concept for the film, and Driscoll’s unique perspective and practice served as starting 

points.  

Themes of systems, patterns, rules and our human inclination to push against them weave 

throughout the work: in Mazzoli’s musical work, the techniques through which the animation is 

created, and the systematic nature of the drawings themselves. 
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Collaboration between artists working in different media is at the heart of EMERGENT SYSTEM. 

Thematic ideas flow freely between music, the movement of bodies, drawings, animation and 

film, transforming and growing with each leap across artistic media. The collaboration that 

concludes the work in which Frankel’s animation is reinterpreted by a machine learning 

computer algorithm reflects this, and opens new ways of considering our relationships with 

technology, in the past, present and future. 

The Film 

The approach to narrative in the film EMERGENT SYSTEM evolves as the piece progress it 

begins abstract and concludes with a story, but dwells mostly in the liminal space between the 

narrative and non-narrative filmmaking. The animation techniques reach back in time in the 

history of the form to early 20th century "visual music" works by artists like Mary Ellen Bute 

and Oskar Fischinger, and all the way forward to modern day machine learning and AI. The 

threads it weave form a parable about the nature of collaboration itself, the human mind, and 

the point at which logic and rules can become poetry. 

The music in the film is ‘Three Fragile Systems’ by Missy Mazzoli, performed on six grand 

pianos by the ensemble Grand Band, recorded at PEAK Performances at Montclair State 

University. 

I 

The first movement begins with music driving patterns of form, color and rhythm. The forms 

are inspired by the American quilt tradition and the punch-cards used in looms and early 

computers historical modes of using code for creative work, tied deeply to female creators. In 

each scene a set of rules is established, and a form pushes against that system. Frankel 

created rules by writing computer code connecting MIDI data from Mazzoli’s music to Adobe 

After Effects animation software; he then breaks these rules by disconnecting that code and 

introducing keyframe animation. By the end of the first movement bodies begin to appear, most 

notably Mazzoli’s own hand. 
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II 

The second movement is concerned with relationships between bodies and relationships 

between the pianos. The pianos and the people are trying to get in sync (or perhaps pull apart). 

III 

In the third movement, a narrative begins to emerge. A woman awakens in a world constructed 

from the elements introduced in the previous movements. She attempts to affect the world to 

make it better. 

Finale 

The work's final 20 seconds was generated by machine learning, a primitive form of artificial 

intelligence. Working with Professor Andrea Danyluk and Chan Woo Kim at Williams College, 

Frankel trained a generative adversarial network (GAN) a computer algorithm using frames 

from the rest of this film. The GAN then rendered animations that it believed would look like 

the sequences it was trained on. 

This finale points towards the notion of "The Singularity", popularized by Ray Kurzweil the 

moment when artificial intelligence will surpass human intelligence, beyond which the nature 

of human civilization is difficult to fathom. In the parable of this film, the world beyond the 

Singularity is made from pieces of our world, remixed by machines. To make that future world 

better, we must repair our own world now, before our time runs out. Our world is the stuff the 

future will be made from. 
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Film credits 

Emergent System 

Directed and animated by Joshua Frankel 

Music Three Fragile Systems by Missy Mazzoli 

Choreography by Faye Driscoll 

Music performed by Grand Band 

Pianists Erika Dohi, David Friend, Paul Kerekes, Blair Mcmillen, Lisa Moore, Isabelle O'Connell 

Dancers Lyric Danae, Sean Donovan, Paul Singh, Eliza Tappan 

Director of Photography Clayton Combe 

Deep Learning Engineer Chan Woo Kim 

Assistant Animator Yupu Ding 

Thank you Mana Contemporary, Andy Hamingson, Andrea Danyluk, David Van Brink, Jason 

Baruch, Carter McGowan, Penina Biddle-Gottesman, Justin Edward Call, Ryan Brack and Eve 

Biddle 

Commissioned by PEAK Performances @ Montclair State University (USA) 
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