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Stage debut beckons for machines programmed to learn the nuances of improvised comedy 
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Kory Mathewson will link up with audiences in London and Canada to see whether artificial intelligence 
has a sense of humour 
 
 
Picasso’s wife walks into the studio one day to find him watching a television show about a new-
fangled computer and painting a portrait of its presenters with what smells distinctly like rendered 
sardine fat. 
 
“Pablo, what is this?” she says. “Oh,” he replies, “I’m going to call this one ‘AI’: arty fish oil in telly 
gents.” 
 
It’s a dreadful joke. Yet it is nothing like as bad as some of the gags that two real artificial intelligence 
programs devised in an experiment that is taking the machine revolution into its toughest territory yet: 
improvised comedy. 
 
At the end of this month two performers and their robots will stand on stages in London and Edmonton, 
Canada, for a video-linked duet of the one art form that computers have struggled to master. 
 
Their digital partners, known as Alex and Pyggy – short for Pygmalion, after the sculptor who fell in 
love with his statue of Aphrodite — have learnt the craft from a database of tens of thousands of 
English subtitles for foreign-language films. 
 
Using speech-recognition software, the programs compare the lines that are fed to them with lines of 
cinematic dialogue and try to work out an appropriate response, word by word. 
 
The results, articulated through voice synthesis software on an Apple Mac, are often surreal non 
sequiturs. During one demonstration of Alex at the British Academy last month, his handler said that 
they were on a first date and thanked the machine for bringing him a present — a holiday for two in 



Iceland. The computer replied: “When it is said, if you see a woman or a priest, you’ll have to buy me a 
stick.” 
 
At other times the answers come out in a barely coherent form of English, a problem that has dogged 
previous attempts to marry the statistics-crunching power of artificial intelligence with the mess of 
nuances and intentions that make up conversational language. 
 
At another performance in Canada, one of the AIs implied that she was having an affair with an old 
man. “What’s going on?” the performer asked. “I can’t tell you,” she replied, “the more I can be the 
reason for me to be responsible for the end of you.” 
 
Just occasionally, however, the software sounds almost human. “There was a scene in the earlier 
days, when the speech recognition would pick up a bit early on in my dialogue and not give me 
enough time to seed it with words,” said Piotr Mirowski, a French-Polish data scientist who will perform 
the London end of the show. “My suggestion was to do a dating scene and I told it: ‘I’m sorry, I just got 
us two tickets to go to the Royal Opera House.’ It said: ‘I don’t want to carry on with this conversation. 
I’m going to call the police.’” 
 
Computers have beaten world champions at chess, cards, quiz shows, Space Invaders and Go!. 
Comedy turns out to be a different proposition. There are no obvious rules, and while Google’s 
machines have more or less got the hang of translating between Spanish and English, the mess of 
wordplay, double entendre and surrealism that makes up humour is proving altogether more elusive. 
 

 
The lack of obvious rules in comedy could prove challenging for robots going forward 
 
Another kind of conversation program, known as a chatbot, can occasionally hoodwink people into 
thinking it is human. In 2014 one of these strings of code even passed the Turing test, persuading a 
third of the judges at the Royal Society that he was a 14-year-old Ukrainian boy called Eugene in a 
series of brief exchanges, largely through a mixture of jokes, rudeness and frenetic changes of subject. 
 
Many computer scientists say that this is little more than a cheap trick that falls apart in the face of 
simple questioning. 



 
Alex and Pyggy may be less convincing at the moment, but Dr Mirowski, 38, said that they were a 
better reflection of the challenges that artificial intelligence would have to overcome before it could 
match humans in language games, such as working out grammar and context for itself. 
 
He compared computer imitations of poetry with the real thing. “In one case you’re basing the text that 
you write on the meaning of your emotions and the kind of extremely complex factors that go into it,” 
he said. “In the other, you’re literally relying on statistical patterns. They do 95 per cent of the job, but 
it’s the 5 per cent that’s missing which is so difficult.” 
 
Binary 2 will be performed on March 31 and April 1. For tickets go to tristanbatestheatre.co.uk. 
 
MARCH OF THE COMPUTERS 
The first computer-generated science fiction film, Sunspring, was shown last year at a festival in 
London. The AI, Benjamin, came up with its own plot, dialogue and music. Movie critics, however, said 
that all three were terrible. 
 
Even sophisticated audiences of classical music listeners have been unable to tell the difference 
between the genuine work of JS Bach and a series of imitations written by a program called EMI. 
 
In 1996 a chess computer called Deep Blue beat the world leader, Garry Kasparov. In 2011 IBM’s 
Watson overcame two past champions at Jeopardy, an American quiz show. In 2015, AlphaGo beat 
Lee Sedol, the South Korean Go! champion, at one of the last bastions of human supremacy, board 
games. 
 
The machines triumphed at Texas Hold’em, a form of poker that depends on bluffing, in January. 
	


