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The Algorithmic Pedestal, photograph by Fabienne Hess 
 
Art & Algorithms – New exhibit showcasing impact of algorithmic vs human curation  

 
As algorithms infiltrate the arts, do they have an impact on how audiences perceive creative pieces? 
University of Oxford researchers question the role of algorithmic curation in a forthcoming London 
exhibit. 
 
Artists have long been at the forefront of adopting emerging forms of technology. The past year 
alone has seen hype cycles of NFTs and Web3-related art, art produced within and for the 
“metaverse,” and—most recently—artists leveraging generative Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools. The 
quick successive releases of AI-based models like DALL-E2, Stable Diffusion, and Midjourney have led 
to fever-pitched speculation about the future of art in the face of automation.  

 
Meanwhile, technology companies have been quick to integrate these generative models within 
their extant tools, roundly claiming that “now, anyone can be an artist” (or, in the words of one 
colourful founder, “we’re going to make it so that the creatively constipated can poop rainbows.”) 

 
This hype cycle, like many before it in the art world, will soon quiet down. What will remain, 
however, are the entrenched effects of algorithmic platforms (think: Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, 
Twitter, etc.) on artistic culture. Though these platforms similarly rely on AI, they are not 
generative—that is, they are not creating art. Instead, they are making decisions about art, such as 
who sees what when, which may have a larger impact on the future of art.  

 
Researchers at the Oxford Internet Institute at the University of Oxford are investigating the use of 
recommendation algorithms in visual art curation—seeking to understand technological biases and 
capabilities by exploring the differences between human and algorithmic curation. The Oxford team 
is showcasing the work of artist Fabienne Hess, who brings the human curatorial perspective. 
 
Laura Herman, doctoral researcher at the Oxford Internet Institute said: 

 
“As generative AI tools allow anyone to make ‘art’ with the snap of their fingers, we will come to rely 
even more on algorithmic platforms to sort, search, and display this content.  

https://openai.com/dall-e-2/
https://stability.ai/blog/stable-diffusion-public-release
https://www.midjourney.org/
https://petapixel.com/2022/08/16/tiktok-brings-basic-ai-generated-art-to-the-masses/
https://www.canva.com/newsroom/news/text-to-image-ai-image-generator/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/robsalkowitz/2022/09/16/ai-is-coming-for-commercial-art-jobs-can-it-be-stopped/?sh=15ad8dcb54b0
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/21/technology/generative-ai.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/21/technology/generative-ai.html
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/
https://www.ox.ac.uk/
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/people/profiles/laura-herman/


The ever-expanding sea of content will be impossible to traverse without the ability to consume 
thousands, if not millions, images in a nanosecond. Of course, no human has this ability, leading us 
to become completely reliant on the discernment and decision-making of algorithmic platforms.” 

 
Whilst little has been reported about the more entrenched impact of AI on art, many artists are 
experiencing an increasing pressure to succumb to algorithmic preferences. For example, once 
artists become aware that algorithmic platforms will show their work to a wider audience if they 
post more often, use brighter colours, or include faces in their artworks, they may gradually begin to 
pander to an algorithm’s tastes, much in the way that previous artists have created pieces that meet 
the proclaimed tastes of a famous art critic. In this way, the algorithmic platform becomes the 
gallerist or museum curator of yore, dictating which pieces are seen by an audience as well as the 
very content and aesthetics of the pieces being created.  

 
To publicly question this urgent issue about the impact of algorithms on the visual world around us, 
researchers from the Oxford Internet Institute, part of the University of Oxford are launching ‘The 
Algorithmic Pedestal,’ a public exhibit in London. Drawing on the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 
open-access collection, both artist Fabienne Hess and the Instagram algorithm are invited to curate a 
selection of images for the exhibit. Sorting through thousands of images, they have each chosen a 
collection of images to display in a particular order and layout. The artist-led portion of the exhibit 
showcases Fabienne Hess’ image collection, the Dataset of Loss, which she has created over the 
course of three years as a resistance to the dominant algorithmic ways of seeing. The resulting 
exhibit takes place 11-17 January 2023 at J/M Gallery, London. 

 
Adds Herman:  

 
“Many of these algorithmic platforms, such as social media platforms like Instagram, were not 
created with the intention of artistic display. They have very different goals: enabling connection 
between friends, selling ads, gaining attention, serving as a marketplace, and so on. This means that 
the underlying formulas according to which they operate (that is, the algorithms) are not tuned to 
artistic considerations of aesthetics, beauty, novelty, or even creativity. We are outsourcing 
decisions about our visual culture to an inanimate machine with very different ways of seeing 
without pausing to consider the audience impact. Our upcoming exhibit, The Algorithmic Pedestal, 
seeks to address this urgent question.” 

 
Media information: 
Please contact Sara Spinks/Roz Pacey, Media and Communications Manager, Oxford Internet 
Institute, call 01865 287210 or email press@oii.ox.ac.uk.  

 
Notes to Editors 
 
About The Algorithmic Pedestal 
‘The Algorithmic Pedestal’ exhibit takes place 11-17 January 2023 at J/M Gallery at 230 Portobello Road, 
London. More information about the exhibit can be found on the exhibit website and Instagram. Fabienne 
Hess is a London-based artist and graduate of the Royal College of Art. Her work can be seen on her website 
and Instagram. The physical exhibit has been created by design and research agency Parasite 2.0. The 

Algorithmic Pedestal is a doctoral project by Laura Herman, who is a researcher at the Oxford Internet 
Institute, part of the University of Oxford, and is supported by the UK Arts & Humanities Research Council. The 
project is conducted in collaboration with Dr. Kathryn Eccles, a Senior Research Fellow at the Oxford Internet 
Institute, and Dr. Caterina Moruzzi, a Research Associate at the University of Konstanz. The project is funded 
by the Oxford-Minderoo AI Challenge Fund.   
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About the OII 
The Oxford Internet Institute (OII) is a multidisciplinary research and teaching department of the University of 
Oxford, dedicated to the social science of the Internet. Drawing from many different disciplines, the OII works 
to understand how individual and collective behaviour online shapes our social, economic and political world. 
Since its founding in 2001, research from the OII has had a significant impact on policy debate, formulation and 
implementation around the globe, as well as a secondary impact on people’s wellbeing, safety and 
understanding. Drawing on many different disciplines, the OII takes a combined approach to tackling society’s 
big questions, with the aim of positively shaping the development of the digital world for the public good.   
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