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The term Artificial Intelligence (AI) has become a short-
hand marketing slogan, and is routinely used as a more 
sexy, exciting, and investor-enticing way to describe 
Machine Learning (ML) applications. ML is really a subset 
of AI, but in the last 5 years the field of ML has grown at 
a breathtaking pace, with natural language processing, 
facial recognition and object detection models 
becoming ‘must-have’ commercial tools. ML is a new tool 
for visual artists and a key area of visual research. Artists 
like Hito Steyerl, Trevor Paglen, and Anna Ridler are 
making work that uses ML to question and critique the 
use and applications of these technologies. 

In the last few years, some of the most important 
advances in ML have involved analysing and producing 
images, a significant development for visual arts and 
artists. Newly developed, they are making surprisingly 
convincing pictures that have never existed in the world 
before. There is an important contribution that artists 
can make to society by using imagery produced by and 
about ML, to examine and contextualise the operations 
of ML and artificial intelligence. 

ML has made valuable contributions in other areas as 
well. In health, for example, it has been successfully 
deployed to assist in analysing diagnostic scans. Or, 
in urban planning, where finding optimal solutions in 
complex multi-parameter problems is yielding promising 
outcomes. All of these applications lead inevitably 
to dreams of a glittering future utopia, but there are 
significant hurdles to contend with. 

For the past few years, Wynne and 
Archibald Prize winning painter Sam 
Leach has been experimenting with 
Machine Learning, the much-hyped 
branch of Artificial Intelligence that 
gifted us facial recognition, self-driving 
cars and deep fakes. Pulling back the 
curtain, he reveals how he uses this 
technology and why, despite the dire 
warnings of—everything will probably 
be fine.

 
Sam Leach:  
The Machine and Me 

by Sam Leach



Sam Leach 
Langur in Satin, 2022
oil on linen
102 cm x 77 cm
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“There is an important contribution 
that artists can make to society by 
using imagery produced by and about 
machine learning, to examine and 
contextualise the operations of machine 
learning and artificial intelligence”.

First, ML uses a lot of data. But where does the data 
come from and who vouches for its quality? The act 
of harvesting these massive amounts of data remains 
squarely within the purview of a small number of 
multinational corporations. Most of us, including most 
independent researchers, will never have access to the 
large datasets that belong to these multinationals that 
drive the most influential algorithms.

In 2018, Kate Crawford and Trevor Paglen collaborated 
on a project to analyse one of the most frequently used 
databases ML—Imagenet. It contains millions of images 
labelled and sorted into categories, which is a task 
performed manually by low-paid workers. With a dataset 
of this size, quality control is nearly impossible and it is 
known that the standard of labelling is poor. Paglen and 
Crawford’s research revealed that the labels used were 
highly problematic and included racial and sexual slurs. 
Work has been undertaken to improve this dataset since 
Paglen and Crawford’s collaborative project, but the 
original version remains in use in many ML models for 
face detection, object recognition, and other vision and 
image-based processes.

Second, ML uses a lot of power. It is estimated that 
training an average ML model generates around 300 
tons of carbon. That is the equivalent carbon footprint 
of flying from Sydney to London and back 60 times. At a 
time when the climate is centre stage; many question the 
justification for this use of resources.

Finally, we must ask, how does ML know what makes 
a good solution to a problem? We know that ML can 
be used to find optimal solutions to complex and 

Sam Leach
Landscape with Relaxing Woman and Jetty, 2021
oil on linen
240xm x 180cm 57
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“Humans understand images as 
complex, multi-layered and packed 
with symbolic meanings, emotional 
resonances, and personal memories. 
Machine learning, by contrast, does 
not take any of this into account, but 
what it does do is suggest aesthetic 
connections and parallels in images.”

multifaceted problems. ML is already being used in 
architecture and urban planning to suggest design 
solutions to maximise the public benefit from projects 
that human architects unaided by ML may never have 
considered. Even so, public benefit is a slippery concept 
that is likely to be influenced by those specific members of 
the public who control the model. The City Brain project 
is an initiative implemented in several cities in China 
using data from facial recognition, CCTV, traffic flows and 
many other data sources to train ML algorithms and make 
decisions on urban planning. The online retail company 
Alibaba operates this system. So, how do we feel about 
retailers making decisions about urban planning, as 
well obtaining and manipulating so much data about 
the population? 

All datasets are ultimately developed by humans. In 
the realm of ML, ‘non-human’ is often understood 
to refer to just technology. Nonetheless non-human 
animals and plants also have a point of view. The French 
philosopher, Bruno Latour, called for a spokesperson for 
the non-human to be a fixture in the world’s parliaments. 
Humanity, he argues, does not make sense without a 
non-humanity, and so if we move into a future increasingly 
influenced by ML, we surely need to think about how we 
can bring our non-human biological cousins along with us.

Sam Leach
Polar bear suggested by machine learning, 2022
oil on linen
50 x 50 cm
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In June, I will present an exhibition at Sullivan+Strumpf 
surveying my own research into ML. Humans understand 
images as complex, multi-layered and packed with 
symbolic meanings, emotional resonances, and personal 
memories. ML, by contrast, does not take any of this 
into account, but what it does do is suggest aesthetic 
connections and parallels in images. I train ML models 
with datasets of images, most of which are photographs, 
illustrations, and my own paintings. These models do 
not presume to understand the images they generate, 
nor do they try and depict a specific object or scene, but 
rather they propose arrangements of pixels that have a 
probabilistic relation to each other. It is this absence of 
judgment that might allow us to see visual connections in 
our images. Indeed, it is a pressing question whether this 
quality of ML will consolidate and obscure our inherent 
prejudices or help to expose them. 

My exhibition will present some outcomes of this 
painting led analysis of ML, an ongoing series of 
experiments using painting and ML, manipulating 
the dataset and nudging the algorithms in different 
directions. It is an iterative process between ‘me’ and 
‘the machine’. The algorithm has made images that look 
like oil spills, ghosts and polar bears, images suggestive 
of the darker side to AI. Visitors will also be invited to 
test an ML system trained to detect polar bears. By 
presenting the system with an image or standing in 
front of its camera, it will calculate how confident it is 
that a polar bear is present. Playing in this way with ML, 
exposing its processes, flaws and shortcomings we can 
prepare to understand better the coming world. 

“These models do not presume to 
understand the images they generate, 
nor do they try and depict a specific 
object or scene, but rather they 
propose arrangements of pixels that 
have a probabilistic relation to each 
other. It is this absence of judgment 
that might allow us to see visual 
connections in our images. Indeed, 
it is a pressing question whether this 
quality of ML will consolidate and 
obscure our inherent prejudices or 
help to expose them”.

+ EMAIL ART@SULLIVANSTRUMPF.COM TO REQUEST A 

PREVIEW BEFORE JULY 23

Sam Leach
They are a Polar Bear, 2022 
oil on linen
50 x 50 cm

Exhibition: Sam Leach, Everything Will Probably Be Fine,  
Jun 23 - Jul 16 2022
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