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Episode 5: Machine learning from cli-fi,  Episode 5: Machine learning from cli-fi,  
listening with Sabine Niederer, Andy Dockett & listening with Sabine Niederer, Andy Dockett & 
Carlo De GaetanoCarlo De Gaetano

Co-transcribed by otter.ai & Katie Clarke, edited by 
the interviewees. 

This contribution is based on a transcript of an 
episode of the podcast series Voiceblind, produced 
by Morgane Billuart at ARIAS, during the COVID 
lockdown. In preparation, we – Carlo De Gaetano, 
Andy Dockett, and Sabine Niederer of the Visual 
Methodologies Collective – were provided with a 
list of questions and a piece of hardware (a Zoom 
recorder) to interview ourselves about our research 
practice. To meet in person and at a safe distance, 
we set out to Westerpark in Amsterdam, found a 
spot where we set up the microphone, and held our 
conversation, to be at times interrupted by an inquis- 
itive duck or a train passing by. We talked for over 
an hour; Andy then edited the conversation down 
to a little under 15 minutes, to fit the format of the 
podcast series. We inserted a reading of a story by 
Janine Armin, editor and narrator of ‘Turning to the 
Birds’, our series of climate fiction (‘cli-fi’) stories 
co-authored with machines. And lastly, Morgane 
added her introduction before it was launched by 
ARIAS as the fifth episode in the Voiceblind  
podcast series.1

Morgane Billuart Morgane Billuart Welcome to  
Voiceblind, a short series of podcasts made with art 
researchers in Amsterdam. This project was initiated 
by ARIAS as an invitation to listen in on some of the 
most pressing issues in artistic research today. Like 
a cloud setting in the sky, like layers of practices and 
knowledge that overlap and move away, Voiceblind 
invites you to enter the world of artistic research.
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In this episode, Morgane Billuart prompted a dia-
logue between Sabine Niederer, Carlo De Gaetano, 
and Andy Dockett, who are all part of the Visual 
Methodologies Collective, at the Amsterdam  
University of Applied Sciences. They give insight 
into their research project ‘Turning to the Birds’, a 
collection of stories written with A.I. and edited by 
humans. The stories act as postcards from the not 
so distant future, providing a glimpse of a life in a 
world that is heavily impacted by climate change.

Carlo De GaetanoCarlo De Gaetano Hi, I’m Carlo De 
Gaetano. I have a background in Communication 
Design and am specialised in information visuali-
sation. Over the last few years, I have focused my 
work on how to look at images online to study 
complex issues like climate change.
 
Sabine NiedererSabine Niederer My name is Sabine 
Niederer. I’m Professor of Visual Methodologies at 
the Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences and, 
since January of 2021, also work as the programme 
manager for ARIAS. I have a background in Art 
History and New Media Studies.
 
Andy DockettAndy Dockett My name is Andy 
Dockett, and I’m a Research Fellow with the Visual 
Methodologies Collective.

SNSN The Visual  
Methodologies Collective is a transdisciplinary 
research group at the Amsterdam University of 
Applied Sciences. We’re specialising in developing 
visual, digital, and participatory methods and tools 
for the study of ‘visual culture’; not just visual 
culture in general, but those visual cultures that  
arise around societal debates and social issues. 
Currently, our team consists of people with 
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backgrounds in media research, information design, 
product design, scenography, critical making and 
IT, and we have an artistic researcher in-residence 
who is a curator, educator and (radio) DJ.2 A past 
project in which we studied climate change com-
pared the visual language of this topic across 
platforms. We looked at different social media plat-
forms – Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, as well as 
search engines like Google – and explored which 
kinds of images resonated well on those platforms.3 
Not only did we experiment with ways in which one 
can study the visual language of such an issue, but 
what we did was also develop a visualisation tech-
nique that renders visible, at a glance, what these 
different ‘visual vernaculars’ are.

CDGCDG These methodolo- 
gies, for me, are also a critical design attitude that 
should always be at work when studying such 
complex and divisive social issues. It’s not just 
about coming up with new methods to collect and 
visualise images in groups or using data visualisa-
tion as a tool to aid social research. As a designer, 
researching also means taking care of what you’re 
studying and trying not to pollute it with your own 
assumptions; be transparent about what you take, 
from which sources, and how you transform it. It 
also means opening up the processes and choices 
behind the final visualisation and inviting people to 
not only look at it, but to actively respond to it.

SNSN The project ‘Turning 
to the Birds’ has its roots in 2013 when the Digital 
Methods Initiative at the University of Amsterdam 
organised a data sprint on mapping climate change, 
as part of a larger European project on climate 
change adaptation.4 There, we did several projects 
on climate narratives and climate storytelling. One 
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of the projects looked at which books were doing 
well on Amazon and how they presented climate 
change. We discovered that there was this whole 
genre called ‘cli-fi’,5 short for climate science fiction, 
and so we chose to focus on bestselling cli-fi novels 
on Amazon.6

CDGCDG I remember that a 
box full of those books was delivered to us.
 
SNSN Yes, you’re right! 
They arrived a little bit late, but this box arrived, 
and we had a whole collection of these cli-fi books 
that we used, which we are now re-using for our 
current project. In one of the projects, designers 
Federica Bardelli and Tommaso Renzini made 
redesigns for the book covers based on the typology 
of their narratives: the settings and atmospheric 
factors, the actors, and the plot (see Figure 1). 

 
 

Figure 1: Redesigned climate fiction novels, by Federica Bardelli 
and Tommaso Renzini, during a Digital Methods Initiative Fall 
data sprint on Climate and Conflict, 21-25 October 2013, as part 
of EU FP-7 project EMAPS.
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ADAD So in our project 
‘Turning to the Birds’, we took these novels as a 
starting point to begin working with A.I. to push 
our own imagination about climate change. We’ve 
been prompting the model that we developed with 
GPT-2,7 a language-generation model by open 
A.I., with the top twenty cli-fi novels,8 prompting it 
with various phrases and different paragraphs of 
text to try and get a literary response. We stum-
bled quite by accident onto the diary format, 
because a lot of science fiction or post-apocalyptic 
fiction is written this way; it’s kind of a trope, or 
a format, I should say, that just repeats again and 
again. So just by chance, we started prompting the 
machine with random dates; you know, Tuesday 
4th July, or Saturday 9th September. And then we 
could get the outputs and, just by magic, it started 
outputting in diary format. So, we were thrilled 
by that. Then we had to go in and quite heavily 
edit the outcomes of some of the earlier trials that 
we did. But as we trained the machine more, it got 
increasingly fluent. And so the editorial decisions 
then came down to what we leave out more than 
what we put in, because the output is just so huge.

CDGCDG It was an experimen-
tal process, and for us it was a way of learning how 
co-authoring with machines works: a way to test 
these machines, to know their limits, and to explore 
workarounds to get to more interesting results. 

We followed the same approach to generate images. 
We started with the StyleGAN2 model,9 which 
was pre-trained on high quality pictures of human 
faces, an accessible dataset that allowed us to 
generate images with higher resolution. Until 
recently, training these types of machines was 
less accessible for designers or artists: you really 
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had to have a lot of technical knowledge to build 
these machines from scratch. Now, new platforms 
like RunwayML make it easier for people to exper-
iment with different models without the need of 
coding or collecting huge datasets. So that also goes 
for two visual explorations of our project. We fine-
tuned two models: one with a small dataset of cli-fi 
movie posters and book covers, and another model 
with a larger dataset of still frames taken from cli-fi 
movies trailers, or movies that include extreme 
weather. It was surprising to see how fast the 
machine learned from our inputs, taking no longer 
than three or four hours to gain some inter- 
esting results. What I personally find interesting 
are the different visual discovery processes made 
possible by the machine. When we explore what the 
machine has learned from our training set, we also 
learn something new about the images we trained 
the machine with. As such, the machine invites us 
to see our own collections of images from new and 
different perspectives.

Figure 2: Two images generated by StyleGAN2 trained on 441 
cli-fi movie posters and 251 cli-fi book covers.
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Figure 3: Two images generated by StyleGAN2 trained on 11,981 
still frames from 16 cli-fi movie trailers where extreme weather 
and tornadoes were a recurring theme.

Visual Methodologies Collective 

SNSN And then what I find 
so interesting is that when we start reading these 
images again, we immediately try to interpret them 
with our own limited frame of mind. So still we 
recognise a harbour, maybe, or a fortress, or some 
kind of graveyard, or trees. When, of course, in fact, 
what we’re looking at is a fully synthetic interpre-
tation of what was in the training set. And it is that 
interesting in between-ness: it’s trained on real 
inputs and real images, but it’s outputting something 
that is literally strange to our eyes. That gives it 
that inspirational aspect that we were looking for: 
to be surprised by the machine, and to learn of new 
perspectives, new images, both for the future, and 
of the future. For the next fragment, we’ve worked 
together with Janine Armin, and she’ll be reading 
one of the diary entries from ‘Turning to the Birds’.10

Janine ArminJanine Armin Friday, 7th September. 
This is it. I’m down to only three pages. 
The chapter where I go to sleep with the 
baby swells with the changing world. It’s 
crazy. Every page is a new chance to test 
my knowledge. I try to stay current, but it 
all feels as if there’s less than an hour left 
before my brain floods and fills with data.  
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I lay it out: now, according to my notes, 
your chapter starts on page 251 and the last 
line is 459. I could just barely write that. It’s 
so hard to concentrate when everything’s 
suddenly moving so fast.

It occurred to me as I was lying on my bed 
that if I wrote down everything, including 
the things I didn’t notice, that if I put it all 
down just in a zipped envelope, it would be 
counted as having been done. At least I’d be 
rid of the messy coffees.

SNSN So far, we have been 
working with a model (GPT-2) that is pre-trained 
on Reddit, an online platform that aggregates links, 
images, and text posts in a format that fosters active 
conversation about a wide variety of topics. We 
completed the training with a dataset composed by 
best-selling climate fiction. The current training 
dataset of best-sellers worked for this pilot but is 
too narrow moving forward. We would like to  
multiply the perspectives in our dataset too, and  
provide the machine more than merely an 

Figure 4: Riso Print of a synthetic image generated with a text-
to-image model,11 prompted with the sentence: “This was the first 
time the ship had been put to sea as a test.” from ‘Monday 18th 
September’, one of the stories of ‘Turning to the Birds’.
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anthropocentric worldview. We are currently  
working with choreographers, dancers, actors, a 
knitting lab, an art & technology lab, and students 
from various programmes to explore new avenues 
of creative collaborations that can open fertile 
grounds for the imagination. Which new narratives 
about our futures with a changing climate will 
emerge, and what kinds of reflections will they 
enable? We seem to have reached a point in which 
we can explore how our collaboration with these 
well-trained machines can be extended to create 
new ways to reflect on possible futures.12 

1 To listen to the full podcast Voiceblind: Matters of 
Methodology, visit https://arias.amsterdam/voiceblind/. It can 
also be found on Spotify. 
2 Femke Dekker is artistic researcher in-residence 
with the Visual Methodologies Collective in fall/winter 
2021-22, working on the project ‘Tune In, Fade Out’ in  
partnership with ImagineIC and funded by the Centre of  
Expertise for Creative Innovation (CoECI).
3 Niederer, S. (2018) Networked Images: Visual  
methodologies for the digital age, Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University of Applied Sciences.
4 See also: http://www.climaps.eu and Venturini et 
al. (2014). ‘Climaps by EMAPS in 2 Pages (A Summary for 
Policymakers and Busy People in General)’, SSRN. Available 
at: http://ssrn.com/abstract=2532946.
5 Glass, R. (2013) ‘Global Warning: The Rise of “Cli-Fi.”’ 
The Guardian, 31st May. Available at: https://www.theguardian.
com/books/2013/may/31/global-warning-rise-cli-fi.
6 Sanchez, N. et al., (2013) Climate Fiction (Cli-Fi): 
Landscapes, Issues, and Personal Narratives, Design by Federica 
Bardelli and Tommaso Renzini,  featured on the Climaps web-
site: http://climaps.eu/#!/map/mapping-cli-fi-scenarios-book-
covers-with-landscapes-issues-and-personal-narratives 
7 GPT-2 is a language model pre-trained on a dataset  
of 8 million web pages. This dataset tries to emphasise  
diversity and quality of content by using only outbound links 
from Reddit with at least 3 karma (Radford, A. et al. (2019) 
‘Language Models are Unsupervised Multitask Learners’. 
Available at: https://d4mucfpksywv.cloudfront.net/better-lan-
guage-models/language_models_are_unsupervised_multi-
task_learners.pdf), which is the sum of all of the upvotes and 
downvotes on a person’s post. GPT-2 is trained to predict the 
next word, given all of the previous words within some text.
8 Our set of mostly Western cli-fi novels, which  
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includes works by Margaret Atwood, Ursula K. LeGuin,  
Peter Heller, Michael Crichton, Ian McEwan, etc., was  
compiled in a single document of 1 million characters,  
which was used to train GPT-2 for 40,000 iterations.  
After the training, GPT-2 needs a prompt to generate  
new text.
9 StyleGAN2 is the second version of a generative 
adversarial network (GAN) introduced by Nvidia researchers in 
December 2018. Given a training set, this technique learns to 
generate new data with the same characteristics as the  
training set.
10 Our first outcome of this project is a podcast published 
on Spotify, composed of twelve cli-fi short stories co-authored 
with our trained cli-fi machine. The stories are narrated by a 
synthetic voice that has proved quite distracting, so we invited 
cli-fi author Janine Armin to record some of them with her 
voice, which added depth and relatability. Together, they give 
an impression of twelve days in a future that is seemingly no 
longer centred around people: instead, the stories describe daily 
rituals in altered landscapes that present glimpses of the inner 
turmoil of the narrative voice. The podcasts are available on 
the Visual Methodologies website: https://visualmethodologies.
org/turning-to-the-birds/, https://visualmethodologies.org/
all-gone/.
11 To create illustrations to accompany the stories, we 
used a different machine: the Attentional Generative Adversarial 
Network (Xu, T. et al. (2018) ‘AttnGAN: Fine-Grained Text 
to Image Generation with Attentional Generative Adversarial 
Networks’. Available at: https://openaccess.thecvf.com/con-
tent_cvpr_2018/papers/Xu_AttnGAN_Fine-Grained_Text_
CVPR_2018_paper.pdf), a text-to-image model that looks 
for relevant words in a text and tries to generate a synthetic 
image to describe it. We prompted the model with evocative 
sentences from each of the diary entries and generated multiple 
images, which were then lightly edited and processed for  
Risograph printing. We designed one printed image per story 
and showcased them during a workshop organised with  
ARIAS to start transdisciplinary conversations around the role 
of AI in artistic research. 
12 ‘Turning to the Birds’ is a pilot project that has  
culminated in the longer-term programme ‘Climate Futures’. 
After the pilot project, we set out to develop a way to put the 
stories and the images to use. We wanted to further develop 
them into tools that could enhance our ability to (re)imagine 
our future with climate change. We were particularly inspired 
by the tarot as a tool for reflection, in which a focused and 
active dialogue deepens the users’ understanding of one’s 
personal stance towards current situations. Similarly, we co- 
created with the machines a tarot deck that offers its users 
ways to reflect on their personal perspectives on possible climate 
futures. Six of the tarot images and their accompanying audio 
stories were exhibited at Deepcity 2021, and more details on 



the method we used to design the deck can be found in the 
upcoming publication: Deep City: Climate Crisis, Democracy 
and the Digital, ECPH Lausanne, forthcoming; see also http://
deepcity.ch and   https://visualmethodologies.org/deep-city-cli-
mate-crisis-democracy-and-the-digital. 
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