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WHAT’S 
NEW AT 

GOOGLE? 

PLEASE FEED  
THE LION: Launched 
in September this year, 

it is being hailed as 
the most important 
evolution in Google 
Cultural Institute’s 
journey. Shown as 
part of the London 

Design Festival, this is 
a result of collaboration 
between artist Es Devlin 
and the Institute. Since 

1867, four lions have 
stood at the Trafalgar 

Square. Devlin created 
a fifth fluorescent red 
lion sculpture, which 

comes alive using 
machine learning. She 
worked with creative 
coder Ross Goodwin 
to train an algorithm 

on 18th-century poetry. 
People can put in any 
word and the lion spits 
out a poem, which is 

projected in the  
night sky on  

Nelson’s Column. 

In 2011, Google came up with a 
unique project to connect the 
public at large with extraordi-
nary stories of culture, art, and 
history. The project eventually 
shaped into the Google Cultural 
Institute, a not-for-profit initia-
tive that partners with cultural 
organisations to bring the 
world’s heritage online. Amit 
Sood, the founder and director 
of the Institute, talks about the 
role of technology in the way we 
experience art and culture. 

How has the journey of the 
Google Cultural Institute 
been so far? 
Art is perceived to be very elitist. 
If you want to go to a museum 
and enjoy a painting, you shouldn’t have to feel 
shy. Also, you need to have access to it. These 
were the motivations that led to the initial 
Google Art Project in 2011. And then, we real-
ised that our partners were really keen on doing 
more, but not just in art. So, we broadened the 
scope to history, performing arts, music, and 
fashion. Today, we have over 1,800 partners in 
80 countries. 

For you, personally, how does the 
initiative represent the perfect balance 
between culture and technology? 
Last year, we had around 50 million visits to the 
platform, and that number has been growing. 
We launched a feature called Art Selfie, and it 
went crazy viral in the US, and then in India. 
The trouble is that people’s attentions are being 
fought for by multiple competing strands of 
content, so it’s tougher for things like culture, 
history, and art to cut through all of that. Also, 
we have a chance to use machine learning and 
algorithmic ideas to create a kind of falling-in- 
the-rabbit-hole: You come to see Van Gogh’s 
Starry Night, but I will take you to the history 
of the sari by making connections. 

How have innovations such as the 
Google Tilt Brush changed the way an 
artist approaches his practice and  
a viewer engages with an exhibit?
I think, among artists, there is more acceptance 
that technology doesn’t replace an emotion in 
an artwork, but can enhance it. We did a very 
interesting project with British Portrait artist, 
Jonathan Yeo, who was fascinated by the Tilt 
Brush. So, we got him one, and he just played 
and played! The project that emerged ended up 
being shown at the Royal Academy of Arts, 
London. He created his own portrait, conceptu-
alised using a Tilt Brush, and we 3D-printed it 
on metal. 

When does technology become art? 
We did a project called X Degrees of Separation 
with digital artist, Mario Klingemann, who is 
focused on machine learning. The idea was to 
look at the visual similarities that a computer 
vision algorithm can identify between, say, an 
African mask and a Japanese wood cut. So, 
there is a convergence going on between tradi-
tional artists and what we may consider as crea-
tive coders. n
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Amit 
Sood

Artists 
wielding the Tilt Brush 


