The Museums + AI Network
New York Meeting, 16 – 17 September 2019
Pratt Institute

Following the first meeting of the Museums + AI Network in June in London, the New York
meeting in September 2019 expanded on the ways in which museum practitioners have
inserted machine learning in projects aiming to make museum collections more accessible
and to improve visitor experience. The obscure zone in which machine learning operates
raising new ethical demands, the necessity to develop a toolkit to work with and amid this
new reality, and the need to create a space to contemplate on the consequences of AI became
apparent during the network meeting in New York. The meeting took place at Pratt Institute
including also the public event Curator, Computer, Creator at Cooper-Hewitt, Smithsonian
Design Museum, which built on the previous event held at the Barbican in London in July
2019.

Day 1
The Ethics of Automating the Museum – Keynote by Achim Koh, Pratt Institute

“Whose labour is made better and whose is rendered useless through the applications of AI?
Could automated metadata generation be used to justify the lack of collection?”

The meeting begun with a keynote by Achim Koh, Visiting Assistant Professor at Pratt
Institute. Referring to AI applications, and specifically the usage of deep learning in image and
speech recognition, visitor analytics and market research, as well as ways of seeing AI
displayed in museums and galleries, the talk emphasised some ethical considerations that
occur in automating the museum. Achim approached AI both in terms of as automation
technologies and as algorithmic systems.
Automation technologies that perform tasks previously conducted by humans invite us to
reconsider aspects of labour. Whose labour is made better and whose is rendered useless
through the applications of AI? Could automated metadata generation be used to justify the
lack of collection? These questions posed by Achim, bring to the front ethical implications
about the transformation of labour in museums in the age of AI.
On the other hand, approaching AI as algorithmic systems, consisted of dynamic
arrangements of computer programmes and codes, suggests AI to be a construction that
could perhaps receive interventions and as such it might be re-constructed differently. This
point brings again to the front that machines, despite performing automated tasks, are
fundamentally trained by humans. Biases, assumptions made when quantifying visitor
experience, the relationship between anticipation and manipulation in data analytics are
issues that raise ethics to be a crucial part of the human labour involved in machine learning.
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Collections and Community

Chaired by Jennie Choi (the Metropolitan Museum of Art) and including contributions by John
Stack and Jamie Unwin from the Science Museum Group, Andrew Lih from the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, and Jeff Steward from Harvard Art Museums, the session discussed how AI
can make museum collections more open and accessible.
John Stack and Jamie Unwin shared insights into their practice in implementing machine
learning and image recognition at the Science Museum. As part of their tagging project
250,000 things – including artefacts, scientific objects, enhanced photography – were
digitised. Machine learning in tagging museum objects can improve the discoverability of thin
records, allow discovery through visual lens and create synonyms. On the drawback, some
challenges that occur in this process might be the lack of taxonomical cataloguing of existing
records that makes automatic training of new “custom” models tricky. In addition, the
question “who verifies correctness” when it comes to tagging collection was also posed here.

“What if we could train the systems that could predict the labels?”

Andrew Lih discussed AI and its applications to collection interpretation in reference to the
ways in which the Metropolitan Museum of Art worked with Wikidata and Wikimedia files to
make the museum’s collection more discoverable, useful and accessible on the Internet.
Working with Wikimedia can connect the collection with other cultural linked open data
projects and collections. The project was implemented keywords to train machine learning
models and image label prediction used on paintings from other collections.
The presentation emphasised that working with the Wikimedia community and its volunteer
contributions enriches sematic data about artworks making them free and accessible to the
world offering open ways to convey themes and concepts produced around specific artworks.

Andrew Lih,
Museums + AI: A
Wikidata View.
Presented in the
Museums + AI
Network, New
York, Pratt
Institute, 16
September 2019.
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“How do we make art accessible to non-scholars and non-art historians?”

Jeff Stewart highlighting the question of how art museums can make their collections more
accessible to non-art scholars and non-art historians, presented a project from the Harvard
Art Museum during which services such as Google Vision, Imagga, Clarifai and Microsoft
Cognitive Services were employed in order to give the opportunity to a broader audience to
describe artworks from the museum’s collections, offering new descriptions that escape
scholarly terminology.
Discussing human and machine generated data, an interesting remark made in this
presentation is that art is subjective and hence it is difficult for artificial systems to understand
the exact concept of an artwork. However, in this case AI can not only make art more
accessible, but also to offer the means to construct new interpretations.

Jeff Steward, What do machines see when they look at art? Presented in the Museums + AI Network, New York,
Pratt Institute, 16 September 2019.
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Ethical Considerations for AI – Workshop led by Chris Alen Sula

Chris Alen Sula, Associate Professor at Pratt Institute, organised in the second part of the
meeting a workshop inviting participants to contemplate on what they have learned from
their work in AI and share with each other the ethical considerations or challenges they
encountered in projects in their fellow museums. The workshop aimed to discuss projects and
at the same time to brainstorm based on lessons learned.
Divided in four groups, participants shared challenges they have faced with AI and data ethics
considering all stages of the data life cycle: generation, collection, storage, management,
processing, analysis, visualisation, and interpretation. Considering these steps and the ethical
implications that might appear in relation to each phase – from the management of
algorithms to their outputs – ethical challenges could be monitored with ethical decisions
and strategies contributing to the honest representation of data, explainability, honesty and
transparency, the importance of identifying missing perspectives in order to prevent data set
biases, and acknowledging the broader context that accompany AI projects.

Participants during the workshop, Museums + AI Network, New York, Pratt Institute, 16 September 2019.
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Day 2

Initiating AI: Development and Access

The second day of the New York meetup started with a session chaired by Harrison Pim
(Wellcome Collection) and it included short talks by Effie Kapsalis (American Women’s History
Initiative, Smithsonian Institute), Shannon Darrough (MoMA), Lawrence Swiader (American
Battlefield Trust), Juhee Park (Victoria & Albert Museum) and Matthew Cock (VocalEyes).
Effie Kapsalis spoke to the group about their digital initiative in uncovering girl’s and women’s
stories and trails embedded within the Smithsonian collection. In this instance, machine
learning was used to identify gaps in the ways that information on women’s lives and
experiences are structured and accessed. Working with social-media and Wikimedia was a
tool to discover secondary data on women’s that are part of the collection.
Developing further the debate on access, Shannon Darrough discussed a machine learning
project that was developed at MoMA with Google Arts and Culture. Computer vision
technology was used to identify artworks in old exhibition photographs, linking the works in
the photographs with works in MoMA’s online collection. These newly found connections
offered discoveries between the museum’s exhibition history and its online collection.

“Human does the matching data better that the machine.”

The element of discovering new stories and expanding connections appeared also during
Lawrence Swiader’s presentation. Lawrence highlighted that we need to change the ways we
use technologies and include everybody in the process. Sharing insights into the American
Battlefield trust, he proposed a “human-centred strategy” when it comes to implementing AI
projects in working with aspects of history. Such an approach can help to involve in visual
representations both the story of a specific person and that of people around that person as
well as their place.
Juhee Park focused in her presentation on the agency of heritage data. Proposing “a
posthuman museum approach” that could be used as a tool to create an alternative
framework of collection datasets, Juhee emphasised in her talk the importance of identifying
inherent biases in museum collection as well as the datasets and software used to further
research and communicate these collections to the visitors.
Matthew Cock’s contribution was centred around discussing chatbots as a tool that facilitates
visitors to access resources, services and events during their visit to the museum. Pitching for
a pilot project that would work with chatbots, Matthew pointed out that chatbots could be
particularly useful to audiences with special needs as they can offer text-to-speech services
and be a means to access information more quickly and in a more reliable way.
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Collaborations and Ethics – Workshop led by Oonagh Murphy and Elena Villaespesa

The workshop invited participants to think ethical dilemmas and implications that occur with
collaborations between museums and external tech companies.
Participants had the opportunity to contemplate on the companies they have collaborated
with on various projects, to lessons learned, and to consider the ways in which collaborations
for AI projects differ from other museum or digital projects.
The workshop was developed with participants working in two groups discussing a checklist
with things to consider when it comes to both internal and external expectations, workflow,
time frameworks and potential risks that might appear throughout the different stages of the
project.

Participants during the workshop, Museums + AI Network, New York, Pratt Institute, 16 September 2019.
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Operationalising AI

The second part of the day included talks by Carolyn Royston and Rachel Ginsberg from
Cooper-Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum and Mia Ridge from the British Library.
Carolyn Royston and Rachel Ginsberg spoke about The Interaction Lab, a project at CooperHewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, whose main goal is to reimagine the visitor experience.
The lab works as a space and platform to tackle challenges and offer transparency about
emergent technology and its consequences to visitor experience.
Similarly, Mia Ridge shared with the participants insights into the British Library’s project
Living with Machines. The aim of the project is to generate new historical perspectives on the
effects of the mechanisation of labour on the lives of ordinary people during the nineteenth
century while developing new computational techniques for working with historical research
questions.
Thinking further about AI projects, brought to the front the different challenges that might
occur when operationalising AI. Mia Ridge pointed out that the shift in operating with
datasets depend on issues such speed, perspectives, scale and complexity. Both these talks
emphasised on the importance of being transparent with techniques used in such projects.
Transparency could be a strategy and a politics to be implemented in order to identify and
perhaps overcome challenges that appearing in operationalising AI.

Mia Ridge, Operationalising AI at a National Library. Presented in the Museums + AI Network, New York, Pratt
Institute, 16 September 2019.
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Managing an AI project – Workshop led by Oonagh Murphy and Elena Villaespesa

“Who will benefit from this AI initiative?”

The New York meetup of the Museum + AI Network closed with a workshop on the various
stages of managing AI projects. Some of the issues that occurred during the workshop were
elements such as external stakeholders, museum staff and resources involved in developing
an AI project as well as the new infrastructure required when collecting and processing data.
Considering the question of who gets to be benefited from an AI initiative brings to the front
the interconnection between museums, audiences, and external stakeholders or
collaborators.

To sum up, the New York meetup gave the opportunity to participants to share insights from
their direct experience in managing AI projects in their fellow museums and institutions. One
thing that became apparent during these conversations is the necessity to create a new code
of ethics that would acknowledge the new labour as well as the shifting nature of projects
that have occurred in the AI age.
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