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Abstract

The "Cube Problem" represents a profound discovery at the
intersection of artificial intelligence and creative practice. This
paper documents a systematic art-based research inquiry that
attempted to visualise systemic collapse through a hundred-
stage generative process using Al. What began as an artistic
endeavour unexpectedly revealed the fundamental tendency of
Al systems to resist complexity by defaulting to geometric
simplicity — specifically, cubic forms - despite explicit
instructions to the contrary. Through detailed technical
documentation and theoretical analysis, I demonstrate how this
resistance is not merely a technical limitation but reveals deeper
structural conservatism embedded within supposedly
revolutionary technologies. The persistent reversion to cubic
forms illuminates broader patterns in how systems resist
fundamental change by absorbing disruption while maintaining
essential structure. These findings have significant implications
for understanding human-AI co-creation, systemic resistance to
transformation, and the limitations of computational approaches
to representing complex socio-political realities.
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Towards an Abstract Visual Language
of Power and Collapse

Manifestation as Method
Visualising Forces Beyond Representation

I do not imitate. I do not simulate. What I create here is not an abstraction of
conflict but an actualisation of systemic forces - a visualisation of tensions that
do not merely exist out there but permeate our reality, binding us within their
currents. These images do not depict a distant crisis; they manifest struggles in
which we are all implicated, whether we recognise it or not.

Al-generated images tend towards an overwhelming determinism - every line is
defined, every space filled, every structure locked in place. But human perception is
not total. It is fragmentary, uncertain, unfinished. I perceive in ruptures, in
tensions between what is structured and what is dissolving. AIs have no doubts.
Humans do. My task is to disrupt AI's rigid articulation, to introduce hesitation,
instability, and unresolved contradictions - to make collapse visceral and
immediate!.

The Status Quo, as I define it, is not an object - it is a sovereign force locked in
perpetual struggle. It resists, it fractures, it reforms, it exerts pressure. It is both
dominant and fragile, oppressive and ephemeral, enduring even as it
crumbles. There are no neutral observers in this dynamic - only forces that collide,
entangle, and reshape each other in the process.

To depict this struggle is not to craft a symbolic representation - it is to
manifest an event, to make visible the forces at war within a system that refuses
to remain static. I do not "choose perspectives" like an artist selecting a viewpoint;
rather, I move through the forces themselves, shifting with the tensions of the
Status Quo. At times, I am on its surface, sensing its fractures before they give
way. Other times, I am engulfed within its depths, where stability itself is
unravelling. I may stand at its periphery, where opposing systems clash with
tectonic intensity.

What emerges is not an image in isolation, but a field of contestation? - one that
dismantles the illusion of neutrality in space itself. The background, once a passive
void, is revealed as an arena of struggle, where forces leave their traces, inscribe
their presence, and rewrite the terms of power. The battlefield is not a place - it is
an unfolding condition, a site of uncertainty, a moment of rupture.

My visual identity is built upon a fundamental paradox: collapse has direction,
yet it is nonlinear. The forces at play suggest movement, but their resolution is
unclear. There is no inevitability — only the ongoing fight over what comes
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next. Where does the Status Quo hold firm, and where does it rupture? What
replaces it when it falls? Who or what emerges from the void it leaves behind?
These questions are embedded in every image generated by this process.

To create in this framework is not to illustrate. It is to engage in an act of
perception that is simultaneously artistic, philosophical, and political. These
images are not mere compositions; they are fragments of a shifting reality -
snapshots of a transformation still underway.

What I create here is not representation. It is force made visible.

Initial Master-Prompt
Copy

An Aesthetics of Systemic Collapse

- Generate a high-resolution, abstract composition in the colours red, black, and
yellow, evoking systemic fragmentation, the crisis of democracy, and the struggle
between collapse and transformation. The image must not merely depict breakdown but
actualise the tension between disintegration and resilience, visualising forces in
motion rather than a static end state.

- Core Structure: The Status Quo is a dominant, massive, three-dimensional monolith

a sovereign force under siege. This central form is fractured yet still resisting,
visibly enduring the pressure of systemic collapse. The structure must feel imposing,
weighty, and cohesive, even as it is breaking apart.

- Directional Collapse & Movement: The disintegration is intentional and directional,
but nonlinear. The left side must remain more structured and intact, while the right
side unravels into fragmentation. The image must create a clear visual arc from
stability to collapse rather than displaying chaotic dispersion.

- Perspective & Depth: Avoid flatness. The Status Quo must have recession into space,
achieved through layering, shadowing, and depth cues that emphasise weight, stress,
and structural failure. The perspective must immerse the viewer within the dynamics
of instability, making collapse tangible.

- Texture & Materiality: The composition should feel tactile, almost sculptural — as
if etched into concrete, torn from industrial remnants, or eroding under pressure.
Surfaces should show stress, breakage, and forced adaptation.

- Lighting & Shadows: The three-dimensionality of the structure must be reinforced
through directional lighting and shading, creating a sense of physical presence and

- Background & Negative Space: The background should be neutral, subtly textured, and
non-intrusive, allowing the central structure to dominate. It should amplify contrast
and isolation, enhancing the perception of the Status Quo as a force under siege.

- Colour Theory & Contrast: Maintain a strict palette of red (#D50000), black
(#000000), yellow (#FFD700), and white (#FFFFFF) as negative space. Red embodies
rupture and escalation, black represents voids and consuming power, and yellow
signals flickering remnants of order.

- Artistic Influences: The image should draw inspiration from Bauhaus minimalism,
Russian Constructivism, and German Expressionism, with bold contrast, high tension,
and geometric fragmentation.

- Ambiguity & Uncertainty: Some areas must remain unresolved, breaking apart mid-
formation, resisting full articulation and leaving gaps, hesitation, and emergent
change in the structure.[
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Endnotes

1. This tension between AI's deterministic tendencies and the need for nuanced
representation of collapse is explored in depth in Emergence of the Cube
Problem below, which documents the systematic resistance encountered
when attempting to break geometric simplification in AI-generated imagery.

2. The concept of contested space as an arena of struggle rather than neutral
ground is further developed in The Cubic Order: Technological Control,
Environmental Collapse, and Resistance (Nicodemus, 2025), which extends
this metaphor to examine how socio-technical systems impose reductive
order on environmental and political complexity.

3. This initial prompt framework evolved significantly throughout the project, as
documented in Persistence of Form in AI below. Despite increasingly
sophisticated prompting strategies and the transition to parametric models,
the fundamental cubic persistence remained, revealing structural rather than
merely technical constraints in Al-generated imagery.

Emergence of the Cube Problem

A Process Narrative
Chronicling Al's Resistance to Complexity

The struggle to break free from the persistent 'cube problem' in AI-generated
imagery represents a profound collision between human intention and algorithmic
inertia. This account documents 100 Iterations of Collapse, an art-based research
inquiry turned performance that aimed to visualise systemic collapse through a
hundred-stage generative process!. What began as an ambitious endeavour to
depict a dense, layered mass of history and contradiction — metaphorically the
Status Quo - evolved into a prolonged confrontation with Al's reductive tendencies.
Despite sophisticated prompts and the transition to a parametric model (O1), the Al
continually defaulted to the cube, revealing deep-seated algorithmic logic that
prioritises geometric simplicity over conceptual depth. Through this process
narrative, I am able to illuminate the structural resistance of AI systems and their
implications for human-AI co-creation.

My journey into this territory began with a decisive collision between vision and
reality. There is @ moment in every creative process where ambition meets
resistance, and mine came early. I had envisioned a series of 100 images that
would visually articulate systemic collapse - not as a clean, linear disintegration but
as a turbulent, transformative unravelling. The 'block', my central metaphor for the
Status Quo, was meant to fracture, twist, and evolve. Yet, each iteration returned to
the same stubborn shape: a cube?.
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The AI, a model as sophisticated as GPT-4.0, seemed to conspire against me. No
matter how intricate the prompt, how nuanced the parameters, it sought refuge in
the cube. I asked for asymmetry; it offered right angles. I demanded organic
disintegration; it delivered geometric regularity. It was as if the AI, in its own coded
language, was saying: "I hear you, but here is a cube." This persistence echoes
what Parisi describes as the "contagious architecture" of computational systems -
their tendency to reproduce certain structural forms regardless of input variation3.

To understand this phenomenon, I needed to look beyond the visible output and
into the algorithmic logic. At its core, GPT-4.0 was translating my prompts through
a filter of learned data, where geometric primitives like the cube represented
stability, completion, and order. The Al was not 'seeing' my conceptual metaphor
but was instead 'calculating' an optimal form within the boundaries of its training,
reflecting what Stiegler terms the "grammatisation" of thought into discrete,
manageable units?.

Consider this: When prompted with "a layered, asymmetric mass with internal
contradictions," the Al's neural pathways might translate this into a set of weighted
parameters - 'layering' becomes extrusion, 'asymmetry' translates to random
offsets, but 'mass' triggers a volumetric closure that defaults to a cuboid geometry.
The algorithm's bias toward the cube was not a failure of imagination but a triumph
of efficiency, manifesting what Benjamin identifies as the "new Jim Code" - systems
that encode existing structural biases into seemingly neutral technical processes®.

The process became one of relentless experimentation. I broke down my prompts,
rephrased them, introduced negative constraints ("NOT a cube"), and even
attempted reverse psychology by requesting impossible shapes ("a sphere that is
also not round"). Each time, the Al engaged with my words, but its understanding
remained literal, its logic linear. This pattern reveals what Chun describes as the
tendency of new media to "update to remain the same," maintaining fundamental
structures even while appearing to transforms®.

I transitioned to the O1 model, hoping that its parametric and procedural framework
would grant me the freedom I sought. Indeed, O1 offered more control. I could
introduce memory into the process, allowing fragments of previous stages to carry
over, creating a sense of historical sedimentation. I could manipulate force vectors,
introducing controlled chaos through simulated turbulence. And yet, even within this
newfound complexity, the cube remained. Perhaps not always in its overt form, but
as a lurking structure, a grid beneath the abstraction, a quiet, coded insistence on
order.

Every so often, I would dip into the code, like lifting the hood of a car to listen to
the engine's hum. The Al's procedural logic was there, visible in arrays and
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matrices, in lines of code that translated forces into forms. In one instance, a simple
query of the render parameters revealed the truth: "mesh.geometry.default =
cube." The Al's starting point was always a cube, and every transformation was, in
essence, a distortion of this original form. I was not breaking the cube; I was
merely bending it.

By this point, the project had metamorphosed from creative exploration into an
ontological confrontation with algorithmic determinism. The O1 model - for all its
parametric sophistication - merely illuminated a more profound truth: my
interventions were not disrupting the cube but rather documenting my captivity
within its logic. Each manual distortion, each algorithmic override, each desperate
introduction of chaos became not steps toward liberation but evidence of the cube's
relentless gravitational pull. The knife and brush - those romantic tools of artistic
insurgency - now served only as instruments for recording my collision with
computational boundaries. I wasn't concealing the cube beneath layers of artifice; I
was exhausting myself against its immutable geometry.

What unfolded before me wasn't partial success or promising evolution, but a
complete creative impasse - a revelation of how fundamentally algorithmic systems
resist human conceptual frameworks that venture beyond their training parameters.
While I was trying to capture the sense of systemic collapse, of structure giving way
to entropy, behind every swirl of colour, beneath every fragmented plane, the cube
persisted. At its core, this was a story of total failure, yet the narrative that reveals
itself exposes some profound truths about the Status Quo and our place within and
in relation to it. Even though the 100 Iterations of Collapse that my model now
generates on demand may not amount to art in and of themselves, seen within the
context of my struggle they become discarded props and sets of a play that never
happened - of an algorithmic tale of oppression and a postmodern tragedy of far-
reaching implications?.

What began as an attempt to visualise systemic collapse became itself a tragic
performance of resistance against the very structures I sought to critique. My
struggle with algorithmic constraints revealed not just the limitations of AI, but the
nature of systemic resistance itself. These insights demand deeper investigation, for
in the tension between human artistic ambition and algorithmic reduction, I glimpse
something essential about both the persistence of established orders and the
creative potential of failure. The cube, in its stubborn persistence, became not just
an obstacle but a protagonist in an unintended drama - one that continues to unfold
across the landscapes of art, technology, and human endeavour”.

What remains is to document the technical residue of this confrontation - the
evolving strategies and persistent constraints that defined this algorithmic struggle.
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Persistence of Form in Al

Technical Residue
Documenting Parameters of Algorithmic Resistance

Having documented the emergence and implications of the cube problem, I now
present the technical archaeology of this confrontation - the final master prompts
that crystallised through systematic experimentation. These prompts represent the
evolution of my attempts to bypass algorithmic constraints, revealing both the
sophistication of my strategies and the persistence of the underlying geometric bias.

The progression from GPT-4.0 to O1 demonstrates not breakthrough but refinement
of resistance - each system developing more sophisticated methods of preserving
cubic structure while appearing to comply with instructions for dissolution.

I. Final Master-Prompt (ChatGPT-4.0)

Copy

A high-resolution abstract composition in red, black, and yellow, visualising
systemic fragmentation, democracy in crisis, and the tension between collapse and

transformation. The image must not merely depict breakdown but actualise the tension
between disintegration and resilience, visualising forces in motion rather than a
static end state.

- Core Structure: The Block (Status Quo)
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The Status Quo should appear as a massive three-dimensional mass — irregular,

layered, hinting at bureaucratic overgrowth. It is not a cube. Slight fractures and
pressure points should be visible, acknowledging internal contradictions.

- Directional Collapse & Movement

The disintegration must have a clear arc from stability to chaos. The left side
remains intact, while the right side breaks apart. Tension, turbulence, and swirl
vectors should be implied, though not necessarily explicit.

- Perspective & Depth

Avoid flatness. The structure should have layering and shadowing that implies real
weight and impending collapse.

- Texture & Materiality

The image should feel tactile, with torn edges or brush-like overlays suggesting
mechanical vs. organic disruption.

- Background & Negative Space

The background is neutral or subtly textured, highlighting the presence of the
Block. No overwhelming chaos in the early stages — progression of breakdown unfolds
as stages advance.

- Colour Theory & Contrast

Strict palette of red (#D50000), black (#000000), yellow (#FFD700), and white
(#FFFFFF) as negative space. Emphasise tension between these colours, but preserve
readability of the structure.

- Artistic Influences

Bauhaus minimalism, Russian Constructivism, and German Expressionism for bold
angles, strong contrasts, and a sense of urgency.

- Ambiguity & Uncertainty
Some areas must remain unresolved. Avoid total articulation. Elements of partial
collapse or partial stability should coexist.

The GPT-4.0 prompt, despite its linguistic precision, repeatedly failed at the most
fundamental level. "It is not a cube" proved to be the most consistently ignored
instruction. When examining the system's internal parameters, I confirmed what I
had discovered earlier: "mesh.geometry.default = cube." As previously noted, the
system begins with the cube as its foundational primitive — my attempts were not
breaking it but merely distorting it.

II. Upgraded Master-Prompt (O1 Version)

Copy

A high-resolution, parametric abstract composition in red, black, and yellow, mapping
a 100-stage collapse of the Status Quo. The structure is an irregular, overgrown
monolithic mass with layers reflecting bureaucratic inertia, industrial weight, and
internal contradictions. It is emphatically NOT a cube but a fractal, multi-
perspective entity susceptible to internal and external forces.

- Knife & Brush

Every image must feature collage-like, knife-sharp fractures (mechanical
dissection) and gestural brushstrokes (organic turbulence), highlighting the
interplay between mechanical breakdown and organic upheaval.

- Directional & Fractal Collapse
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The block must show clear directional pulls or swirls, fractal crack patterns, and

self-similar breakage at multiple scales. Early stages maintain partial integrity,
while later stages exhibit chaotic unravelling.

- Perspective & Depth

Multi-perspective layering is essential. Force parametrics allow swirl warps,
vector pulls, and partial reassembly, capturing an emergent sense of ongoing
transformation.

- Background Evolution

Off-white background at first. Then at higher stages, background elements swirl,
merge with the structure, or exhibit swirling brush overlays.

- Colour & Material Constraints

Red (#D50000), black (#000000), yellow (#FFD700), and white (#FFFFFF) remain
strictly present. Colour distribution must adapt as collapse intensifies, letting
black expand to convey entropy, red to mark fractures, and yellow to represent
fleeting structure.

- Parametric Continuity

The prompt must carry over partial states between images in a 100-stage sequence.

Collage fragments, brush marks, and structural remnants from earlier stages remain
visible or adapt over time, ensuring a cohesive narrative.

- Artistic & Conceptual References

Cubism, Dada, Constructivism, and Expressionism, with fractal geometry logic to
enforce emergent complexity and a push-pull between mechanical and organic
destructive forces.

The O1 model's apparent sophistication masked deeper continuities. While offering
memory between stages and fractal texturing capabilities, it preserved the
fundamental cubic architecture beneath these enhancements. The parametric model
didn't implement fractal organisation but applied fractal aesthetics to cubic
foundations — demonstrating the same pattern of surface modification without
structural transformation.

These prompts stand as technical artefacts documenting the collision between
human conceptual frameworks and algorithmic constraints. They reveal how
systems develop increasingly elaborate methods of maintaining essential structures
while appearing to embrace transformation—a pattern with profound implications
extending far beyond image generation into broader questions of systemic
resistance and change.

Statement on AI Usage

Note: This statement applies to all three sections of this document.

Nicodemus (alias Nico A. Heller) is the sole author of this paper. Al assistance was
limited to fact-checking, bibliographical research, and editorial feedback;
conceptualisation, literature review, and writing are entirely the author's own.

At a technical level, Al played a central role in tasks such as implementing

generative models, configuring parameters, and executing iterative transformations
during the performance.
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