Google DeepMind researcher blends AI and improv theatre with smart glasses innovation
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In an intriguing intersection of artificial intelligence and the performing arts, Piotr Mirowski, an AI researcher at Google DeepMind and director of the improv theatre company Improbotics, is redefining the boundaries of both fields. Mirowski's innovative approach involves the use of AI-powered smart glasses, which enable actors to receive real-time, AI-generated dialogue suggestions during performances. This technology exemplifies how advancements in AI can empower human creativity, weaving together spontaneity and computation in a backdrop of theatrical improvisation.
During a recent presentation at Fortune’s Brainstorm AI conference in London, Mirowski articulated the parallels between improvisational theatre and the operational mechanics of AI models. He described improvisation as a form of “real-time, dynamic problem solving,” emphasising that both improvisers and AI systems must swiftly respond to unpredictable prompts. This dynamic mimics the instant analytical capabilities of AI, which mirrors the adaptability required in live performance.
The application of improv techniques extends beyond the stage into the corporate world, where they foster collaboration and enhance team-building efforts. Mirowski noted, “One of the reasons why improv is so valued in business environments is that it's all about collaboration and it's about learning to listen to your stage partner.” This ethos aligns with the principles of applied improvisation, a field that harnesses improvisational skills for practical business scenarios. Research highlighted in the Harvard Business Review indicates that adopting an improv mentality—characterised by the “yes and” approach—can cultivate a safe space for all ideas to flourish during meetings, ultimately leading to more effective collective problem-solving.
Moreover, improvisation helps teams navigate ambiguity, a vital skill in today's fast-paced business landscape, where leaders are frequently confronted with unforeseen challenges. This could range from a competitor’s sudden innovation to operational disruptions. The agility cultivated through improv training equips teams to adapt and respond constructively to such unforeseen circumstances.
Mirowski’s advancements in AI technology add a unique layer to this discussion. By integrating a language model into smart glasses worn by actors, the technology analyses dialogue on stage and presents multiple response options for actors to choose from. He describes this fusion as a transformation of performers into “cyborgs” who merge human judgment with machine-generated suggestions. According to Mirowski, “AI is not about an oracle giving an answer, but it's about a stochastic parrot generating answers all the time—and it's up to you to choose the best one.” This notion reflects a crucial understanding of AI: it serves not as a definitive solution provider but as a tool for amplifying human ingenuity.
The potential applications of this technology, while still in a niche arena, bear significant implications for both the arts and business sectors. Knowledge gleaned from Mirowski’s experiments highlights the importance of human oversight in AI interactions, ensuring that the output uplifts rather than overwhelms creative processes. The concept of “improv machines” further extends into discourse about AI chatbots, likening their unpredictable outputs to the spontaneous nature of improvisation, reminding users of the necessity for diligent evaluation of the information generated.
Improbotics represents a revolutionary concept in live theatre, illustrating not only the capabilities of AI but also its partnership with human creativity. As Mirowski continues to navigate this uncharted territory, the future of both AI and the arts may very well hinge on collaborative hybrids like Improbotics, which bridge the divide between human expression and machine intelligence.
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