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“Is It Just Code Underneath?”

A Technical, Philosophical &
Psychological Guide for the 3D / Motion
Designer

On the realization that vertices, MoGraph, simulations, lighting and rendering are all math executed as
code — what that means technically, whether it diminishes the art, and where human authorship goes as

abstraction climbs.

SCOPE: LENSES:
PREPARED:

TL;DR

* Yes — and your insight is essentially correct, but incomplete. Almost everything in non-painterly 3D/
motion work (vertex positions, MoGraph cloners, Houdini node graphs, simulations, lighting, rendering) is
literally linear algebra and numerical solvers executed as code, and the GUI you operate is an abstraction
layer over that math. But “just code” commits what philosopher Daniel Dennett calls greedy reductionism
— collapsing a higher level of reality into its substrate. “3D art is just code” is the same move as “music is
just air-pressure waves” or “painting is just pigment chemistry”: true at one level, and irrelevant to where

the art actually lives.

The painting-vs-3D distinction you feel is real but it’s a difference of degree, not kind. Photoshop
painting is also code (brush engines, blend modes, pixel buffers); the difference is the directness and gran-
ularity of human input — mark-by-mark versus parameter-and-system. Where your decisions enter the

pipeline differs, but both are mediated by math. ZBrush sculpting is the instructive middle ground.

The trajectory is toward ever-higher abstraction — node graphs, real-time engines, and now
generative Al as the most extreme “the code does the work” layer. Your authorship migrates upward
from execution to direction, curation, and taste. That migration is exactly what happened to photography
and the synthesizer, both once dismissed as “just a machine.” The irreducible human contribution is intent,

judgment, and knowing what is good.

Key Findings

G 3D space is linear algebra made visible. Every vertex is a vector; every move/rotate/scale is a 4x4 transform-
ation matrix multiply in homogeneous coordinates; the entire viewport is matrix pipelines (model — world —

view — projection). This is not a metaphor — it is what the software computes.



g Rendering is the numerical solution of a physics equation. Modern path tracers (Pixar’s RenderMan, Cycles,
Octane, Redshift) approximate Kajiya’s 1986 rendering equation via Monte Carlo integration. Your “lighting”

choices are inputs to an integral; the renderer estimates the answer with random sampling.

e Materials are programs. PBR shaders are evaluations of a BRDF/BSDF (e.g., the 2012 Disney “principled”
BRDF). Whether you write GLSL/OSL by hand, wire a node graph, or drag a slider, you are setting parameters

of the same shading function.

0 Procedural tools are visual programming. Houdini’s network is literally a directed acyclic graph that
compiles to VEX (=C performance); Blender geometry nodes are a typed data-flow graph with a “fields”
function system; C4D MoGraph Effectors compute per-clone transforms via internal UVW parameters; Cavalry
is “node based behind the scenes.” Raw code — node graph — slider is a spectrum of representations of the

same computation.

6 Simulations are solvers. Fluids/smoke/fire solve the Navier—Stokes equations (Stam’s 1999 “Stable Fluids”);

cloth, rigid/soft bodies, and particles are numerical integration of differential equations.

o

Animation is interpolation math. Keyframes are control points; the in-betweens are Bézier/spline easing

curves; rigging/IK solve kinematic constraint equations.

0 The “abstraction stack” is universal to all computing — your insight about a “dumbed-down layer over
code” is precisely the principle of abstraction layers, the same idea that lets a novelist use a word processor

without knowing assembly.

e History rhymes. Photography (“a machine, not a hand”), the synthesizer (“not real music”), and conceptual art

(Sol LeWitt’s executed instructions) all faced and largely dissolved the “is it really art / really yours?” question.

e A whole art tradition embraces “it’s all code” — Vera Molndr, Frieder Nake, Georg Nees, Manfred Mohr, A.
Michael Noll, Harold Cohen; later Casey Reas/Ben Fry’s Processing and the demoscene. Code-as-medium is a

celebrated lineage, not a dirty secret.

@ Al is the next, steepest abstraction layer, pushing authorship further toward prompting/curation/direction —

and reviving every old anxiety in sharper form.

Details

I. The Technical Reality — “Yes, it’s math, and here’s exactly which math”

3D space = vectors + matrices + homogeneous coordinates. A model is fundamentally a list of vertices, each a 3D
position vector, connected into edges and faces (the polygon mesh), or defined by control points (NURBS). When
you grab and move an object, the software multiplies every vertex by a transformation matrix. The reason 3D uses
4x4 matrices and homogeneous coordinates (adding a fourth coordinate, w) is a beautiful, concrete piece of engin-
eering: translation is not a linear operation in 3D and can’t be written as a 3x3 matrix multiply, but in 4D
homogeneous space, translation, rotation, scale, and perspective projection all become single matrix multiplications
that can be chained (composed) into one matrix and run with extreme efficiency on GPU vector units. As the
graphics literature puts it, homogeneous coordinates are “ubiquitous in computer graphics because they allow
common vector operations such as translation, rotation, scaling and perspective projection to be represented as a
matrix.” Displaying your scene is a cascade of coordinate-space transforms: local — world — view (camera) — clip/

screen space. Your viewport navigation is matrix math at 60fps.



The rendering pipeline. Two broad families:

* Rasterization (real-time/GPU, games, viewport): The GPU runs a pipeline — vertex shader (transforms each
vertex, runs once per vertex, outputs clip-space position) — rasterization (figures out which pixels/fragments a
triangle covers, interpolating attributes like normals and UVs across the surface) — fragment/pixel shader (runs
once per covered pixel to compute final color/lighting) — framebuffer. Optional tessellation/geometry stages can
generate geometry on the fly. Shaders are small programs uploaded to the GPU; the “programmable” stages are

literally your code.

* Ray/path tracing (offline film, increasingly real-time): Traces light paths and solves the rendering equation, in-
troduced in James Kajiya’s 1986 SIGGRAPH paper “The Rendering Equation.” It’s an integral equation de-
scribing the light leaving a surface as emitted light plus the integral of all incoming light weighted by the
surface’s reflectance (the BRDF). It has no closed-form solution for real scenes, so renderers use Monte Carlo
integration — shoot many random rays, average the results — which is exactly path tracing. NVIDIA’s sum-
mary: Kajiya combined “a physics-based equation for describing the way light moves around a scene — and the
use of Monte Carlo simulation to help choose a manageable number of paths back to a light source.” This is why
renders are “noisy” before they “converge”: you’re watching a statistical estimate of an integral settle down. Pix-
ar’s RenderMan moved from the older REYES architecture to RIS (RenderMan Integrator Subsystem) path tra-
cing; RIS was introduced specifically in RenderMan 19 (2014) — per Pixar’s RenderMan for Maya 19 docs it
“introduces RIS... providing uni- or bi-directional path tracing via two built-in integrators: PxrPathTracer and
PxrVCM.” Its PxrPathTracer “implements the forward path tracing algorithm,” and RenderMan 27 now
centers on the GPU “XPU” renderer. When you “light a shot,” you are authoring boundary conditions and

importance hints for a Monte Carlo solver.

Materials/shaders as code. A material is an evaluation of a BRDF (Bidirectional Reflectance Distribution Function)
or, more generally, BSDF. The industry standard is the Disney “principled” BRDF, presented by Brent Burley at
SIGGRAPH 2012 (“Physically-Based Shading at Disney”) and extended to a BSDF in 2015 — the model behind
Blender’s Principled BSDF, UE4’s PBR, and most modern shaders. It exposes physically-meaningful parameters
(base color, metallic, roughness, specular) over an underlying microfacet model (GGX distribution, Schlick Fresnel).
You can author shading in raw code — GLSL/HLSL (GPU), OSL (Open Shading Language, used in Cycles/
Arnold), Houdini’s VEX — or via shader node graphs, or via sliders on a principled shader. These are the same

thing at different abstraction levels.

Is texture/hand-painting fundamentally different? Partly. Here the user’s instinct is sound but needs a precise
framing. Painting a texture in Photoshop or hand-sculpting in ZBrush is also running code (brush engines, blend-
mode math, pixel/voxel buffers, dynamic tessellation). The genuine difference is the directness and granularity of

human decision input:

* In raster painting, the human makes a near-continuous stream of direct, local decisions — every stroke’s position,
pressure, color is an explicit human choice; the computer mostly records and composites them. Authorship is

dense and low-level.

* In procedural/parametric 3D, the human makes fewer, higher-level decisions (set up a system, choose parameters)
and the machine computes the millions of low-level outcomes (positions of 10,000 clones, paths of a million

photons). Authorship is sparse and high-level.

* ZBrush is the revealing middle ground: digital sculpting feels like direct hand-work (push, pull, pinch clay)
and preserves mark-by-mark authorship, yet underneath it’s dynamic mesh tessellation, displacement math, and

voxel/topology operations. It demonstrates that “directness of input” and “code underneath” are orthogonal axes,



not opposites. Both painting and procedural work are code; they differ in where in the pipeline the human’s de-

cisions are injected and how granular they are.
Procedural generation = visual programming over a DAG. This is the heart of the matter for motion designers:

* Houdini: every node is a data-transform function; connecting nodes builds a directed acyclic graph (DAG)
through which geometry/attributes flow and “cook” (evaluate) only when inputs change. Wrangle nodes run VEX
snippets that compile to near-C performance; VOP node networks compile into VEX under the hood. You are un-

ambiguously programming.

* Blender geometry nodes: a non-destructive procedural node graph built on a “fields” system. Per the Blender
manual, “a field is a function: a set of instructions that can transform an arbitrary number of inputs into a single
output,” and nodes split into “data flow nodes that usually pass geometry, and field nodes that operate on data
per-element.” Socket shapes and dashed lines literally visualize the typed field status of the dataflow — the graph

is exposing its own type system to you.

* C4D MoGraph: the Cloner generates clones; Effectors compute a transform per clone. Maxon’s own docs note
every clone has internal U,V,W coordinates from 0-1, and Effectors “ascertain the respective initial value,
multiply it by strength, min/max values, falloff” to compute “a final position for each clone.” The Formula
Effector takes an explicit math expression; the Random Effector seeds a PRNG. MoGraph is a friendly GUI over

per-element vector math — the docs literally say “we use math to make the computer do the work for us.”

Cavalry (2D procedural motion design by Scene Group, released 2020): though its UI is layer-based, the official
docs state Cavalry “is actually ‘node based’ behind the scenes meaning when a connection is made, the data from
one Layer’s attribute is being directly passed to another’s,” yielding “speedy computation and versatility.” Its
internal engine is a dependency graph; you build “systems using Duplicators, Behaviours, and data connections”
rather than stacking keyframed layers — explicitly contrasted by trainers as “the Houdini of 2D” versus After

Effects’ layer/keyframe model.

The crucial conceptual point: raw code ~ node graph — GUI sliders is a continuum of representations of one
underlying computation. A Houdini VOP graph is VEX; a MoGraph Effector is per-clone vector math; a Principled
BSDF slider is a BRDF parameter. Moving along this spectrum trades explicit control for speed and accessibility —
it does not change the fact that computation is happening, nor does it change who decided what the computation
should do.

Simulation = numerical solvers. Smoke/fire/fluids in Houdini, Blender (Mantaflow), and Embergen solve the
Navier—Stokes equations for fluid motion. Jos Stam’s 1999 “Stable Fluids” paper gave graphics an “uncondition-
ally stable” solver (semi-Lagrangian advection + a projection step) — explicitly trading physical accuracy for visual
plausibility and controllability (“physical accuracy is secondary or in some cases irrelevant”). Cloth, hair, rigid and
soft bodies, and particle systems are likewise numerical integration of differential equations under constraints. When

you “art-direct a sim,” you are tuning forces, boundary conditions, and solver substeps.

Animation = interpolation. Keyframes are control points; the motion between them is computed by Bézier/spline
curves (your graph editor’s handles are literally the tangents of cubic Béziers); “easing” is the shape of that curve.
Rigging binds mesh vertices to a skeleton (skinning weights); inverse kinematics solves a constraint system to
compute joint rotations from a target position. The “12 principles of animation” are, computationally, choices about

these curves.

Abstraction layers — your core insight, named. Every creative tool is a stack of abstractions over machine code:

transistors — machine code - OS - application - GUI. A GUI button, a slider, a node, a parameter field are inter-



faces that hide underlying computation so a human can reason at a useful level. This is not unique to 3D — it is the
organizing principle of all software. The novelist’s word processor hides text encoding and font rasterization; the
photographer’s camera hides the optics and the demosaicing algorithm. Your realization that you operate “on top of a
heavily abstracted layer” is true — and it is true of essentially every knowledge worker alive. The feeling of unease
comes from the visibility of the computation in 3D (you can see the renderer “thinking”), not from a special

metaphysical fact about your medium.

Il. The Philosophical | Authorship Dimension — “Does ‘just code’ diminish it?”

The reductionism error. Saying “3D art is just code/math” is structurally identical to “music is just air-pressure
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waves,” “painting is just pigment chemistry,” “a novel is just ink distributions,” or “the mind is just neurons firing.”
Each statement is true at its level and useless as an account of the thing’s value or meaning. Daniel Dennett (in Dar-
win’s Dangerous Idea, 1995) named the fallacy greedy reductionism: good reductionism explains a thing via its
parts and their interactions across levels; greedy reductionism “underestimate[s] the complexities, trying to skip
whole layers or levels of theory in their rush to fasten everything securely and neatly to the foundation.” Higher
levels of description (melody, narrative, composition, emotional arc) are real and causally efficacious even though
they’re implemented in a substrate. “It’s all code” is greedy reductionism: it skips the level where art happens.

Knowing the substrate doesn’t dissolve the higher reality — it’s a category error to think it does.

Is art defined by the tool or by intent? The dominant answer in aesthetics is intent + judgment, not tool or mech-

anism. This is most sharply illustrated by conceptual art, and the parallel to your situation is almost eerie:

* Sol LeWitt wrote instructions — literally code/algorithms — that draftspeople executed. Wall Drawing #118
(1971): “Place fifty points at random... The points should be evenly distributed over the area of the wall.”
LeWitt: “In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work... the idea becomes a
machine that makes the art.” Per the Sol LeWitt Wall Drawings Catalogue Raisonné (Artifex Press), LeWitt “pro-
duced approximately 1,350 wall drawings, comprising approximately 3,500 installations at more than 1,200
venues” — works overwhelmingly executed by other hands following his rules — and he compared his
instructions to musical scores realized anew each performance. The artist is the one who specifies; execution can
be mechanical or delegated without the authorship leaving the specifier. If LeWitt is the author of a drawing
made by someone else’s hand following his rules, you are unambiguously the author of an image made by a

renderer following your scene description. Your scene file is a LeWitt instruction set.

The “embrace the code” tradition. A whole celebrated lineage of artists treat code as the medium, not a shameful

substrate:

* The Algorists/early computer-art pioneers: Georg Nees and Frieder Nake (first exhibitions, Stuttgart 1965), A.
Michael Noll, Vera Molnar, Manfred Mohr, Harold Cohen. Molnér built a “machine imaginaire” (executing
algorithms by hand before computer access), then learned Fortran in 1968 to feed “endless algorithmic vari-

ations into the machine.” For these artists, as Wikipedia notes, “the act of creation lay in writing the program.”

» Casey Reas & Ben Fry created Processing in 2001 at the MIT Media Lab “to bridge the space in between art
and engineering” and “to promote software literacy within the visual arts, and visual literacy within technology-
related fields, and to make these fields accessible to diverse communities.” Reas: “I introduce coding as a way of
thinking. It’s a humanist activity, not a technical skill,” and “code is a means to an end... the focus is on what the
code creates or generates.” Lauren Lee McCarthy created p5.js in 2013 as “a new interpretation of Processing

for the context of the web.”



* The demoscene — defined by Wikipedia as “an international computer art subculture focused on producing
demos... The purpose of a demo is to show off programming, visual art, and musical skills” — turns code
constraints (4KB/64KB intros) into virtuosity, and in 2020 became the first digital subculture on a UNESCO

national intangible-cultural-heritage list (Finland).

The lesson: the “it’s all code” realization is, for these artists, liberating and central to the art, not diminishing. The

discomfort is cultural and psychological, not logical.
Historical parallels that already resolved this debate.

 Photography (19th c.): Critics like Lady Eastlake argued a photograph “came from a machine — not a human
hand” and so couldn’t be art, since beauty required “refinement, taste, spirituality, genius, or intellect.” The
debate ran for photography’s first century; today no one questions Weston or Adams. Resolution came by
recognizing that the machine doesn’t make the choices — aperture, framing, timing, printing, and seeing are the

artistry. The camera automated capture, not vision.

* Synthesizers/electronic music: “Music requires an instrument and a player... creating something with a
synthesizer just doesn’t quite cut it.” As one history notes, once a machine could imitate a player, real
performance got redefined as “authentic” by contrast. An Aeon-cited argument: authenticity debates “hide other
concerns about who has power, who defines cultural taste, and who can access music-making.” The phonograph,
synth, drum machine, and Auto-Tune were each “branded as soulless, fake, or destructive” and each became part
of the toolkit.

* The calculator-and-math parallel: using a calculator doesn’t mean you’re “not really doing math” — it means
you’re operating at a higher level, freed to think about the problem rather than long division. Likewise a renderer

frees you to think about light and story rather than solving integrals by hand.

“The medium is the message” (McLuhan). Marshall McLuhan’s thesis is that a medium’s form shapes perception
and content more than its “content” does — the tool isn’t neutral. This supports a nuanced reading of your worry: the
abstraction layer (C4D’s MoGraph aesthetic, AE’s keyframe feel, Houdini’s procedural mindset) genuinely shapes
what gets made and how you think. But “shapes™ is not “authors.” The medium conditions; the artist still chooses

within and against it.

Where authorship resides. The convergent answer across conceptual art, photography, and creative coding:
authorship lives in intent, selection, constraint-setting, and judgment (“taste”) — deciding what the system
should do and which of its outputs is good. The more the tool automates execution, the more authorship concentrates
in curation and direction. This is not less authorship; it is differently located authorship. (The deskilling critique in art
history — that conceptual/mechanical art “deskills” the artist — is real as a sociological observation but doesn’t

establish that such work is less authored; it relocates the relevant skill from hand to mind.)

lll. The Psychological Dimension — “Why it feels like the software did it”

Impostor syndrome is structurally baked into digital creative work. Surveys and first-person accounts of design-
ers and digital artists find the feeling of being “a design faker,” of “the software doing the work,” is extremely
common. Impostor expert Dr. Valerie Young (co-founder of the Impostor Syndrome Institute), quoted in Creative
Blogq, puts it verbatim: “The nature of creative work makes everyone more vulnerable to feeling inadequate and even
more so if you are not classically trained.” Digital artists are especially prone because (a) the medium is technical, so
it’s easy to attribute success to the tool; (b) success is subjective and unmeasurable; and (c) the computation is

visible, so you watch the machine “do” things you didn’t manually do. The “it’s just code” thought is often impostor



syndrome wearing an intellectual costume. The counter: the tool has no intent; it executes your decisions. A cloner

with no artist produces nothing worth looking at.

Tool embodiment and the extended mind. Andy Clark and David Chalmers’ Extended Mind thesis (1998, “active
externalism”) argues cognition extends beyond the skull into tools and environment — the canonical “Otto’s
notebook” becomes literally part of his memory. Skilled tool use is the paradigm case: the expert stops perceiving the
interface and perceives the work directly. A seasoned C4D artist doesn’t think “I will adjust the Plain Effector’s
falloff” — they think “this needs to settle more here,” and their hands do it. Phenomenologically (Heidegger’s ready-
to-hand), the tool becomes transparent, an extension of the body/mind. This is why the “it’s just code” realization
can feel alienating — it suddenly makes the transparent tool opaque again (“present-at-hand”), like noticing your

tongue in your mouth. That alienation is a perceptual shift, not a discovery that your work was never yours.

Flow and the friction question. Csikszentmihalyi-style flow requires a balance of challenge and skill and a tight
action-feedback loop. Abstraction layers remove technical friction — which can either (a) increase creative owner-
ship (you spend cognition on the art, not the plumbing) or (b) decrease the felt sense of mastery (less struggle can
feel like less authorship). Constraints are known to boost creativity (the demoscene’s 4KB limit; LeWitt’s rigid
rules). So the meaningful design question for your career is not “is it code?” but “am I keeping enough of the right

friction — the friction of taste and decision — even as I shed the friction of manual execution?”

Why hand-drawing feels more like authorship. The directness/immediacy of mark-making gives continuous,
high-bandwidth, embodied feedback: your hand, the line, the result are tightly coupled in space and time. Parameter-
tweaking has a delayed, indirect, one-to-many relationship between input and result (one slider changes 10,000
things; the render takes minutes). The brain’s sense of agency is strongest when action and effect are immediate and
proportional. So 3D feels less authored even when it is equally (sometimes more) authored — this is a fact about
human agency-perception, not about the locus of authorship. Naming this lets you stop treating the feeling as evid-

ence.

IV. Where This Is Heading — Abstraction All the Way Up

Tools trend toward higher abstraction and real time. Procedural/node-based workflows (Houdini, geometry
nodes, Cavalry) are becoming dominant because they scale and stay non-destructive. Real-time ray tracing and
game engines are converging with film/VFX: virtual production / LED volumes, pioneered at scale on The Man-
dalorian (ILM’s StageCraft + Epic’s Unreal Engine), put “real-time final pixels in camera” — ILM’s Rob Bredow:
“Everything in the volume is designed to both light the actors and to be a background that we can directly
photograph... you end up with real-time final pixels in camera.” Per ILM’s official StageCraft announcement, “Over
50 percent of The Mandalorian Season One was filmed using this ground-breaking new methodology, eliminating

the need for location shoots entirely.” The renderer is moving onto the set.
Al is the steepest abstraction layer yet — the literal apotheosis of “the code does the work.”

* Neural rendering / capture: NeRFs (Neural Radiance Fields, 2020) represent a scene as a neural network you
can render novel views from; 3D Gaussian Splatting — Bernhard Kerbl, Georgios Kopanas, Thomas
Leimkiihler & George Drettakis (INRIA), “3D Gaussian Splatting for Real-Time Radiance Field Rendering,”
ACM Transactions on Graphics 42(4), July 2023, enabling “high-quality real-time (> 30 fps) novel-view
synthesis at 1080p resolution” — overtook NeRFs for real-time photoreal radiance-field rendering and is
flooding into 3D capture and generative pipelines. These replace hand-modeling with learned/optimized repres-

entations.



* Generative 3D: text/image-to-3D tools (e.g., Meshy, Tripo) generate textured meshes from prompts; diffusion

models generate textures/materials.

* Generative video/motion: Sora 2 (OpenAl, announced Sep 30, 2025), Runway Gen-4/Aleph, Google Veo 3,
Kling, Luma Dream Machine, Pika — video diffusion models that “start with noise... and refine it step-by-step
into coherent video frames.” These are world-simulators trained to approximate physics and motion. Runway is
positioned as a production suite (mask, relight, composite, export to AE/Premiere); Sora as a generator. For
motion design, this threatens commodity work (simple explainer animation, stock motion) while elevating direc-

tion.

* Pipeline AI: Al denoisers are already standard in production path tracers (RenderMan’s Al denoiser); studios use

Al for storyboards, in-betweening, upscaling.

Where human authorship goes: up the abstraction stack — from low-level execution toward high-level direction,
art direction, curation, editing, narrative, and the judgment of “what’s good.” Prompting is, in your own fram-
ing, the newest abstraction layer: a natural-language interface over a generative model, just as a slider is an
interface over a BRDF. It is the most extreme version of your insight — the human specifies intent at the highest
possible level and the system computes everything below. The current Al authorship debates (training data
provenance, “what does ‘making’ mean when you generate?”) are the photography/synth debate at maximum
volume, and they’ll likely resolve the same way: authorship will be recognized in intent, iteration, selection, and

taste, with legal/ethical fights over training data running in parallel.
Career/identity implications for a working 3D/motion designer:

* Shrinking value: manual execution of commodity tasks (basic keyframing, rote modeling, simple sim setup,

simple stock-style motion graphics).

» Growing value: art direction, taste, narrative/emotional intelligence, knowing why something works, client/creat-
ive judgment, system-design thinking (procedural literacy), and the ability to orchestrate tools (including AI) to-

ward a coherent vision.

¢ The procedural mindset you already have (MoGraph, Houdini, Cavalry) is exactly the transferable skill — you

already think in systems and parameters, which is how you’ll direct Al tools.

The philosophical endpoint. If everything trends toward higher abstraction — if the code keeps absorbing more of
the execution — what is the irreducible human contribution? The convergent answer: intentional judgment groun-
ded in lived experience and directed at other humans. The machine can compute any pixel, sample any integral,
generate any plausible frame — but it has no stake in which one matters, no reason to care, and no audience it is one
of. Taste is compressed experience; meaning is a relation between humans; “what’s good” is a judgment, not a
computation. That is the layer no abstraction can swallow, because it isn’t part of the execution stack at all — it’s the

reason the stack runs.



Recommendations

Stage 1 — Reframe the realization (now). Adopt the explicit position: “It’s code at the substrate level, and I
work at the level where art happens — and those are both true.” When the “it’s just code / the software did it”
thought recurs, recognize it as (a) greedy reductionism and (b) often impostor syndrome. The benchmark that
should change this framing: if you find you genuinely can’t explain why one version of your work is better than

another, that’s a real (and fixable) taste gap — not a sign the tool is the author.

Stage 2 — Audit where your decisions actually live (this month). On your next project, list the high-level
decisions only you made (concept, composition, timing, palette, what to cut, what “felt right”). This inventory
is your authorship made visible; it’s almost always larger than it feels. Keep deliberately exposing yourself to

more friction-of-judgment (study film, design history, music) even as you adopt friction-reducing tools.

Stage 3 — Move up the abstraction stack on purpose (next 6-12 months). Deepen procedural literacy
(Houdini/geometry nodes/Cavalry) — it’s the bridge skill to directing Al. Start integrating one generative tool
(Runway/Sora-class for ideation/previs, or a generative-3D tool for base meshes) into a real workflow as a
junior assistant you direct, not a replacement. Benchmark to watch: when a generative tool can do a commodity
deliverable in your market at client-acceptable quality, stop selling that deliverable’s execution and start selling

the direction/curation around it.

Stage 4 — Reposition identity from “maker of frames” to “director of systems and taste.” The threshold
that should trigger a deliberate pivot: when a large and growing share of inbound requests are for things a
generative tool now does cheaply, lean hard into art direction, narrative, and orchestration. The distinctively
human layer (judgment, emotional intelligence, knowing what’s good) is appreciating in value precisely as

execution depreciates.

CAVEATS

+ Conceptual mapping, not equivalence: LeWitt, photography, and the synthesizer are analogies that illuminate the author-
ship question; they are not proof that all “it’s code” cases are identical. Al generation differs from a renderer in one
important way — a path tracer executes your fully-specified scene, while a generative model contributes a vast learned prior
(and training-data provenance is a live legal/ethical issue). Treat Al authorship as genuinely more contested than renderer au-

thorship, not settled.

* Market/trend claims are directional. The market-size figures and “dominance” claims for Al video circulating online
(e.g., text-to-video market projections) come from commercial blogs and vary widely; treat them as indicative of

momentum, not pFECiSE forecasts.

* Speculation flagged: Statements about which jobs shrink/grow and how Al debates “will resolve” are reasoned projections,

not established facts. The pace is genuinely uncertain.

* Some tool details are version-dependent (RenderMan’s XPU status, Cavalry’s recent ownership/feature changes, specific
AT model capabilities as of mid-2025/2026) and will continue to move; verify specifics against current docs before relying

on them in writing or client work.



+ The psychology is general, not diagnostic. Impostor syndrome and agency-perception research describe population
tendencies; your individual experience may differ, and persistent distress is worth discussing with peers or a professional

rather than resolving philosophically.
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