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Hello
My name is Oonagh, I am a senior lecturer, writer and consultant 

working at the intersection of the visual arts, technology and 

audience development.  I am based at the Institute for Creative 

and Cultural Entrepreneurship at Goldsmiths, University of 

London.

My research and teaching falls under the umbrella of critical praxis 

it links theory and practice to affect positive change in the cultural 

sector, with a focus on digital innovation, data and AI.  

www.oonaghmurphy.com





Can museums help us to unravel this complex technology?



Museums are the original data set





Systematic 
Observation 

Macdonald, S., 2006. A companion to 

museum studies. Malden, MA: 

Blackwell Pub., pp.81-97.

Sharon 
McDonald

'During the seventeenth century.... The systematic observation 

and comparison of objects became a key feature of natural 

science; and the cabinet and museum maintained and even 

strengthened their role as principal means of bringing together 

and organizing objects in order to attempt to map the world's 

patterns.' (p. 84)

''collecting and organizing ... can be a means of making sense 

and gaining knowledge of the world. Removing objects from 

their pre-existing worlds of use and arranging them in 

designated space allowed meaning and order to be discerned 

in the unruly and teeming world of things.' (p. 85)





AI TODAY
Museums in the
1900s



The term critical technology discourse 

provides a theoretical framework from 

which to examine how cultural 

organisations critically engage with 

technology, the language we use to 

explain and discuss these technologies 

and through public programs and 

contemporary collecting to develop the 

digital literacy of visitors 

(Murphy and Villaespesa 2020).



Trevor Paglan  

2019

From 'Apple' to 'Anomaly' 

Barbican

Elena Villaespesa & Oonagh Murphy (2021) 

This is not an apple! Benefits and challenges 

of applying computer vision to museum 

collections, Museum Management and 

Curatorship, 36:4, 362-383,



Trevor Paglen 

2019

From 'Apple' to 'Anomaly' 

Barbican

A reproduction of Magritte's 1964 painting 

entitled This Is Not an Apple, the work by 

Magritte is a painting of an apple, with the 

words Ceci n’est pas une pomme – this is not 

an apple – painted across the top of the 

painting. Paglen has added an additional layer 

to the photographic reproduction of this 

painting, and included the categories, or tags 

that the machine vision training set, ImageNet 

applied to the painting when it was analyzed by 

its algorithm.



Trevor Paglen 

If we walk through the process of seeing in this example, we 

can begin to understand where the tensions lie in the 

application of computer vision technologies, or algorithmic 

ways of seeing. 

The machine sees an apple, on first look, the human eye 

sees an apple, the artist tells us it is not an apple. It’s 

complicated, however, the human viewer can engage with 

this work as a surrealist provocation, the computer (or more 

specifically algorithm) struggles to ‘see’ beyond the literal, it is 

an apple, nothing more, nothing less.



Ambiguity creates fear

Critical technology 
discourse can provide
hope, aspiration, 
solutions, and crucially
digital literacy



Ethics 

Bias

Racial Inequity

Classification

Taxonomies 

Power

Education

Literacy

MDH

Ownership

Restitution 

Climate Crisis 





https://themuseumsai.network

https://themuseumsai.network/






Why AI?
Just because it’s legal doesn’t mean it’s ethical!
Off the shelf tools
Quality Assurance or Human Augmentation
Bias management
Brandwashing
Critical Technology Discourse



Museums can provide a valuable platform for critical 
technology discourse. They can be brave, curious, 
advocates for art that asks questions and 
challenges power. Museums are places where 
culture is made not just stored. Museum shape 
people’s world views and in doing so they shape 
worlds. Museums could claim a space in the 
growing public debate about AI and shape public 
policy, rather than simply react to it. 
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Thank you
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