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To the memory of Arthur C. Danto







Introduction
An Inventory of Conceivable Futures



“If we want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.”

—Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa, Il Gattopardo             


Tell people you’re working on a book titled The Future of the Art World, and you will invariably be asked if the art world even has a future. It does, of course. What that future will look like animates the thirty-eight dialogues in this book.

Conducted between April 2024 and June 2025, these conversations form the third publication in a series I began in the spring of 2020, in the depths of the pandemic—a moment when it was possible to have long discussions with museum directors around the world about what they envisioned for their institutions. The dialogues that resulted were published in November of that year as The Future of the Museum. That collection captured the contours of the institution’s new “software,” an emerging, people-oriented museology that is widely embraced in the field today.

Two years later, a second volume surveyed the museum’s changing “hardware”—the buildings that not only house but scaffold, ornament, and at their best help push the museum to be the ideal version of itself. The twenty-one dialogues with architects in Imagining the Future Museum plotted out a compelling horizon for museum design, one that complements the evolution of institutional missions.

This third volume completes the cycle of conversations. It looks at the larger cultural, organizational, and commercial frameworks—the broader art world—in which museums operate. A key difference between the previous books and this one has to do with the mix of contributors. Rather than plumbing the mindset of a single professional group, here I engage with a diverse cast: artists, curators, sociologists, philosophers, collectors, patrons, policymakers, and members of the art trade. Their perspectives form a composite portrait of the art world, each one delving into a different facet.

I’ve come to think of the results as a kind of stained-glass window. The future glimmers imperfectly through its individual panes, yet a picture does emerge if you stand back far enough.


To the Art World

My younger son, Hugo, was six when he asked me, as I was heading to the airport to attend Art Basel, “Are you going to the art world?” I was delighted that a child could imagine the art world as some kind of country or state, with its own borders, people, and landscapes. In a way, he was not wrong.

I’ve been fascinated with the art world since the early 1990s, when I was a graduate student in sociology at Columbia University and lucky enough to be working with Arthur C. Danto, the philosophy professor and art critic who coined the term “art world” (or “artworld,” as he put it). His oft-cited definition, published in a 1964 essay, was prompted by an encounter with Andy Warhol’s just-completed Brillo Box sculptures: “To see something as art,” he postulated, “requires something the eye cannot decry—an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an artworld.”1

Danto not only advised my dissertation (an examination of how three prominent New York galleries navigated the 1980s art-market boom), he ushered me into the social circles of the art world—that enigmatic domain my son would imagine years later.2 For Danto, a philosopher, the art world was about ideas. For me, a sociologist, it is no less about real people and real institutions. In my 1996 thesis, I defined the art world as an amalgam of ideational and institutional constructs: “The notion of an ‘art world’ can be understood abstractly as a field governed by a discourse of reasons about what is art, and more concretely as a sociological entity comprised of individuals working in the framework of organizations in order to ‘make art happen.’”3 A little clunky, I admit, but three decades later I’m sticking to it.

What do my interlocutors in this book understand the art world to be? Some definitions are intuitive: “anybody who would rather spend a Saturday afternoon in the museum than in a shopping mall,” or “who has a professional, financial, or emotional engagement with visual art.” As one artist who works with emerging technologies put it, “the art world explores humanity’s capacity for imagination.” Others consider the art world more systematically: “a complex network with identifiable nodes—the artists, galleries, museums, collectors, curators, and so on.” Or “a global ecosystem” in which “artists, their galleries, museums, auction houses, art fairs, collectors, private advisors, dealers, flippers, art lovers, and selfie-takers all coexist.” Or “a world in and of itself with its own people, its own institutions”—and, crucially—“its own rules.” A few of my respondents compared the art world to a living entity. It is “a bunch of organs working together,” said one. Another reminded that “any ecology supposes that there are predators and a food chain, but there is also pollination, crossbreeding, and symbiosis at play.”

The art world, to be sure, is hard to pin down conceptually. One artist I interviewed described it as “a porous, imaginary domain.” It embodies myriad tensions that make it a “microcosm of the larger society.” It is not a single, monolithic thing: “There are many art worlds in the art world,” said another artist. If crisp definitions are hard to come by, one collector said, that’s because “art has become so difficult to define.”

The art world’s complexity mirrors regional disparities. A dialogue on Latin America underscores the galvanizing role of artist-run initiatives. Discussions on Africa point to the challenges of public institutions and the corollary need for private initiatives. Dialogues on Asia in general and China in particular highlight the commanding influence of the state. Two arts leaders from the Gulf region stress the historical novelty of art institutions there.

What’s not debatable is that the art world has mushroomed in terms of participants, prices, and global reach. In the 1970s there were a handful of art fairs; by 2020, around fifty; today, some three hundred.4 The Artnet Price Database currently lists some 300,000 artists (up from 71,000 in 1988).5 The high-end art market has downshifted from its torrid growth rate of recent years. But, stoked by international, mid-price, and online sales, its turnover still hovers at around $60 billion annually.6 While that figure may sound modest in mainstream economic terms (if the art market were a company, it would rank 160th in the us, behind Delta Airlines), it’s double the prior all-time peak level, achieved in the ’80s boom.7 According to recent estimates, there are some three hundred biennials8 and some eight to ten thousand active art collectors worldwide.9 The number of museums of all kinds has grown five-fold since 1975, to more than one hundred thousand,10 including 446 private museums of modern and contemporary art.11 In 2024, the world’s top one hundred art museums drew an impressive 200 million visitors.12


Of course, many encounter the art world as a social scene. The merry-go-round of openings, parties, galas, and treks to global art events forms porous membranes through which art intermingles with fashion, music, media, hospitality, and nightlife. While the spectacle clearly has an allure, for veteran observers it can wear a little thin. “If I’m completely honest,” admitted one, “a lot of it is very shallow.” Even so, this glittery surface—abundantly magnified and amplified in social media—has centered the visual arts in the public’s imagination.




Change Catalysts

To consider the future of this sprawling international enterprise, I spoke to people who run the gamut of art world roles and approach the subject from multiple perspectives.

As with the previous volumes, the dialogues in this book are condensed and refined versions of longer conversations, each one the product of a multi-stage collaborative thinking and editing process. A panoramic array of factors driving change in the system surfaced from the combination of dialogues. They coalesce around eight broad themes.

Art is mutating. Through much of modern history, visual art was physical and static—framed pictures, mounted drawings, pedestaled sculptures. The core entities of the art world were designed to store, display, study, and exchange those mostly handmade, mostly material works. Institutions and markets took decades to absorb photography, film, video, and performance. But today, artists are creating work from data that is shared on networks, visualized in pixels, stored on silicon or the blockchain. And ai is vaporizing yet another long-standing assumption—the linking of authorship to one specific (human) creator.

Tastes are morphing. People, especially younger ones, are turning away from things and toward experiences. Immersive art has revived the appeal of multisensory, all-encompassing art, which—from caves to cathedrals—humans have long engaged with as a holistic spectacle. However, these latter-day modes of immersion do not fit easily into the prevailing system. The “high culture” ethos handed down from eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe is being eclipsed by cultural practices better suited to today’s “experience economy.”

Demography is destiny. Accelerating population decline from Europe to China to South Korea may deplete the resources upon which art systems rely. There are portents, too, of sharp generational differences. Younger people appear to have different ideas about work, leisure, and charitable giving. In Africa and the Middle East, institutions cater to extremely young populations. In rich nations, a wave of retiring baby boomers presents new needs and opportunities. Meanwhile, generational wealth transfer in the Global North and capital accumulation in rising economies will impact everything from collecting habits to the establishment of new institutions.

Globalization is at a crossroads. China and the Gulf nations are the largest builders of cultural infrastructure now. Galleries, auction houses, museums, and art fairs are expanding into these and other new territories. A new cadre of international artists, collectors, and art professionals is emerging. Globalization has ushered in a reappraisal of the canon, the settling of long-festering disputes around heritage assets, doubts about Western institutional models, and a flowering of locally rooted initiatives. It has also given rise to the proliferation and power of art fairs and biennials. Yet today, globalization is running into headwinds and may even be reversing course.

Intermediaries are squeezed. There are few signs yet of wholesale disintermediation in the art world, whereby suppliers and buyers connect absent a middleman. Perhaps that’s because the intermediaries—dealers, chiefly—provide not just connections but also crucial validation. Still, it has never been easier for an artist to reach viewers or buyers directly using online tools. Having multiplied since the 1970s, galleries may be at a turning point. “We cannot get through the next hundred years with the same model,” one gallerist warned me.

Career paths are changing course. The rise of academic accreditation for artists—alongside curators—in the modern university is a relatively recent occurrence, and its track record is mixed. The cost of certification has closed off ladders of mobility for many aspiring artists, and some note that it has also pushed those emerging from mfa programs toward “safer,” market-friendly work. At the same time, social platforms like Instagram allow artists to build up reputations and followings swiftly (if less durably). The pace of a possible breakthrough has quickened—as has the potential onset of reputational obsolescence.

Information systems are imperiled. Discourse around art has traditionally appeared in newspapers and magazines. But the internet has corroded once-profitable news business models. And although more art content now appears online, critics’ waning influence depletes art’s ideational backbone. Prices, not critical consensus (if there ever was any), are the common denominator. Can a sense of shared discourse return? Artificial intelligence, harnessed smartly, may yet amalgamate the atomized conversation around art into a more legible whole. And speaking of ai…

Artificial intelligence could change everything. The topic pervades these pages, and some dialogues tackle it head-on. ai is already transforming creativity and what it means to make art. It may redefine art research, education, and audience engagement. It promises to infuse markets with new transparency, simplify transactions, track provenance, and solve authentication, not to mention fill the world with limitless visual content. But will ai rewire the circuits of the art world? On the whole, I found my interlocutors surprisingly sanguine. They see ai—at least in the near term—as more tool than disruptor, more partner than foe.


The dialogues call attention to many other, more specific yet no less consequential changes, among them: the waning appetite for public arts subsidies in European welfare states; autocratic interference in illiberal nations; revisions to trade and tax regulations; the budding interest in art as a financial instrument; the still largely untapped potential of digital art assets; the embrace of art experiences in the context of mental health, well-being, and the mending of frayed social ties; and, of course, urgent adaptations in the face of potentially cataclysmic climate change. All of which suggests that, when it comes to the art world, reinvention is not optional.




Alarm Bells

There is no clear consensus among those interviewed about whether the art world, after decades of frothy expansion, is continuing to advance or has moved into a phase of slowdown or stagnation. Different regions move on divergent trajectories. Europe and the us have had their great modernizing spurts. The Gulf states, China, and Southeast Asia are currently experiencing theirs. Perceptions depend on where you’re watching from. But fallout from geopolitical tensions, changing collector habits, the exit of Chinese buyers and tourists, and the mounting costs of sustaining art enterprises are making this moment feel especially precarious. No wonder people are divided about the right way for the art world to manage going forward.

Most of my interlocutors voiced some reservations—and plenty of ambivalence—about the current system. When asked if the art world is a “good fit” for our society, their answers leaned negative. “How does an institutional structure maintain its authority over multiple decades and generations?” wondered one of my younger contributors. Other interviewees decried the art world’s penchant for gatekeeping, its stubborn resistance to new alliances and business models, its clubbish esoterism, its fringe dimensions relative to more popular cultural industries like movies or music. “This ecosystem must evolve in order to progress,” a Hong Kong–based executive insisted. The art world “maps onto traditional systems of privilege,” a New York museum leader observed, adding that “the system may have to change.”


“We are at a critical moment that demands deep reflection and courage to go against the tides,” observed an art historian, noting the art world “has become too regulated, too capitalized, and too bureaucratic.” A European collector and investor concluded that “the only solution is to regain control and go back to the basics—in other words, for institutions to reinvent themselves.”

Such calls for change are hardly new. In fact, soundings of alarm and malaise have served as a constant refrain to the art world’s changing fortunes. In 1969—during what many would consider the halcyon days of American art—the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York organized a series of lectures about the future. Urgency was in the air. As art historian and curator Edward F. Fry put it at the time, “the normally endemic crisis within contemporary art had reached an acute and problematic stage beyond all previous dimensions.”13

Handwringing about art’s corruption by the evil twins of commerce and publicity was already evident in the 1940s, when concern would mount about how commercial practices would “desanctify the art object by displaying it as an ordinary good.”14 In the late 1950s, artist Ad Reinhardt caricatured a new breed of successful artist as “the avant-garde-huckster-handicraftsman and educational-shop-keeper, the holy-roller-explainer-entertainer-in-residence,”15 and in 1962, the critic Max Kozloff complained that galleries were “being invaded by the pinheaded and contemptible style of gum chewers, bobby soxers, and worse, delinquents.”16 In 1972, the critic Lawrence Alloway wrote matter-of-factly about the “crisis of confidence that artists (some artists) feel in the distribution system.”17 Much of that would seem quaint by the 1980s, when an unprecedented frenzy of art buying swept through Western Europe, North America, and Japan. The art world, warned the art writer Suzi Gablik, was being absorbed by a “bureaucratic megastructure” that was “impersonal, increasingly powerful, and potentially sinister.”18 Bigger was not better. In 1987, approaching the apex of the boom, the art chronicler Anthony Haden-Guest suggested in Vanity Fair that the art world was beginning to “resemble the hog pit of the futures-trading floor in Chicago.”19


All this fretting came before art valuations started their vertiginous ascent near the turn of the millennium. In short, the more the art world expands, the higher the prices shoot, the more flagrant the commercialism becomes, the faster unfamiliar influencers ascend, the more new players crowd the scene, the louder ring out the jeremiads about the art world’s perceived loss of innocence, purpose, and direction.

And yet the gears of the art world grind on. The museum, the auction house, the gallery—as well as the figures of the artist, the viewer, and the collector—would be instantly recognizable to someone who had fallen asleep in 1960. As one sociologist who studies art markets noted, “I’m sometimes puzzled by how resilient the system is, against all odds.”




Spectrum of Expectations

So, will the art world carry on by making steady if small changes, or is it due for a deeper realignment? I asked a version of that question in almost every conversation. My interlocutors’ answers provide an inventory of conceivable futures.

On one end is a scenario of incremental adaptation, in which the art world adjusts to spiraling developments in society through a series of calibrated steps. This view sees the system as flexible enough to constantly upgrade. How does it play out? Galleries enter new regions and experiment with new formats. Art fairs platform more kinds of art, invite different dealers, and offer new experiences. Museums attract bigger audiences, tap new revenue sources, and add welcoming amenities. Through it all, the system maintains familiar patterns, rules, norms, and hierarchies.

At the opposite end of the spectrum is paradigm change, in which the legacy system is fundamentally retooled. This is what happened when the French Académie des Beaux-Arts surrendered its authority in the late nineteenth century. As sociologists Cynthia and Harrison White documented in their book Canvases and Careers, a vast number of artists were crowding into Paris by the 1860s and ’70s, seeking fame and fortune.20 Avant-garde painters, unable to advance in the narrow and rigid system, allied with collectors, critics, and a new breed of independent dealers, who offered them exhibitions and a path to professional mobility. Thus, the current paradigm was born. What could trigger a paradigm-shattering disruption today, or tomorrow? The most likely culprit would be a new digital platform for exhibiting, validating, experiencing, and trading art—one that could undergird a more open art economy and usher in new forms of creative practice. However, there is scant indication in these dialogues that such a discontinuous scenario will be encroaching any time soon.

What other futures, then, may lie in store? Here we must enter the realm of pure speculation.

For some, the future may unfold in a fractured shift whereby certain, but not all, parts of the system undergo paradigmatic change. One sociologist interviewed here proposes that the dominance of mega-galleries and art fairs already constitutes a deep shock on the commercial side, which looks increasingly different not only in degree but in kind. The future, in other words, may arrive on a different schedule in different parts of the system.

Another scenario is that the art world splinters into a global pastiche, rendering differences between regional scenes much more pronounced. This would be the culmination of a decentering of art from the Global North that began in the late twentieth century. In this prognosis, institutions and markets in different parts of the world would demonstrate an ever-deeper pluralistic variety.

Radical hybridity, where various entities combine to be more competitive or sustainable, is yet another possibility. Although mergers in the art world remain exceedingly rare, we see indications of this in financially stressed galleries that are testing partnerships and consortia, and in museums that are launching acquisition-, data-, collection-, and expertise-sharing alliances. Seeking new efficiencies, seemingly incompatible parts of the art world could amalgamate into new alloys: galleries collaborating with auctions (the major auction houses already conduct a brisk trade in private sales) or art museums selling art (some already do). Different creative fields could fuse in vibrant cross-disciplinary clusters—as they have at London’s Barbican Centre, São Paulo’s sesc Pompéia Factory, and the Palais de Lomé in Togo—to yield cultural, commercial, urbanistic, and environmental benefits.

Could the future accelerate the formation of a great blend, causing the art world to be absorbed into luxury commerce and popular entertainment? The top art fairs, Art Basel and Frieze, are already controlled by firms that invest in destination leisure. Christie’s auction house shares an owner with fashion brands Balenciaga and Yves Saint Laurent. Prada and Cartier have renowned art foundations and collections. Hauser & Wirth gallery is expanding into hotels and restaurants. Museums are organizing shows on pop music, movies, couture, and sneakers. This convergence is not just monetary—it’s about mastering the logic of branding. As an older generation of pioneering dealers passes on, some of their younger colleagues are preparing to operate under their names in perpetuity, like the great Parisian fashion houses.

Another foreseeable scenario would turn the art world into a kind of analog sanctuary. This would follow the evolutionary model of the luxury-watch industry, which responded to the ubiquity of electronic timekeeping by upscaling to mechanical devices of breathtaking complexity. Might the art world pivot by more intentionally offering a refuge from the data feeds that dominate and distract from people’s lives? Such a retreat—or more accurately, a strategic advance into realms where art world entities hold advantages in skill, reputation, and infrastructure—could result in a decoupling of physical and digital art networks. Online art experiences, ai productions, and immersive entertainments could entrench distinct operating models, splitting the art world into parallel lanes.

After a half-century of worshipping contemporary work, could the art world undergo another taste inversion? It’s hard to overstate how anomalous the neophilia that hit its stride in the late twentieth century has been, compared to centuries of appreciation and higher prices for works from previous eras. A flip back in taste patterns would mark a reversion to the mean. If this taste inversion arose, it would demand a comprehensive rethink of the art world’s current protocols.

And finally, what if the art world, struggling to attract tomorrow’s audiences, were to follow in the footsteps of symphonic music, ballet, and jazz, withdrawing into an amber grotto of splendid obscurity? In this scenario, the legacy art world could become a sophisticated but culturally peripheral domain, supported by those who truly care about it or who can afford to stay involved, as bibliophiles and builders of wooden ships sustain their own passions. As established institutions recede, younger cohorts of creatives would flee to new ecosystems. Faced with this version of the future, museums may abandon their democratic impulses and turn inward. They would no longer seek success by opening up and expanding their audiences and focus instead on cultivating the few upon whom their survival relies.




Steering Forward

How the future actually plays out will depend on what deliberate choices are made in a time of transition for art and its institutions. At the root of today’s thinking about the art world lies a paradox: On the one hand, the familiar institutions of art were designed for a privileged class of objects and, for a long time, a privileged class of people. We have been conditioned to think about art as something exalted that stands apart from everyday life, revealing its meanings and pleasures mostly to the anointed. Now, however, we have finally realized that this way of organizing culture is going stale. Institutions and markets of selection are yielding to institutions and markets of inclusion.

What the dialogues in this book and the two sets of published conversations that preceded it describe, from many different angles, is a field-wide shift in values. And what matters is whether art world actors can translate the new mindset into genuinely meaningful actions, because such a systemic reinvention is widely seen as the guarantor of long-term cultural relevance, organizational resilience, and public support.

Yet even though today’s arts institutions celebrate a polyphony intended for a wider audience, it’s hard to ignore the tension between the exclusive historical legacy and the newly welcoming rhetoric and institutional posture. Can a system fashioned around prestige and distinction work more fully in the service of society? Elitism is a hard habit to shake. Even so, these conversations reassure me that the competing impulses can be brought into a fruitful alignment.

As a close observer of the art world for some thirty years now, I do not make light of the concerns over its prospects at this uncertain juncture. Yet, after asking more than 640 questions in this latest round of dialogues, I lean toward hope.

One—perhaps prosaic—reason for my confidence is that there is abundant capacity in our current gilded age, certainly in prosperous nations, to sustain the markets and institutions of art. Consider that when J. Paul Getty, then the richest man in America, amassed a fortune of $32 billion at today’s values, he could singlehandedly endow the Getty Trust, one of the world’s largest art institutions. Now there are at least fifty families in the us with that level of wealth. This is not to celebrate the wildly inequitable concentration of money in today’s United States, but to acknowledge its economic and cultural power. And it’s not only America. Just in the last decade, the richest 1 percent of the global population has gained $34 trillion in wealth.21 What could today’s three thousand billionaires living worldwide do for the art world, if they were so inclined?

There is, however, a deeper motive for my measured optimism. I believe art is humanity’s most complex data. It has been intrinsic to what it means to be human since we were dancing in caves. The urge to create and express is eternal. Artists will always find ways to make work and to use the latest tools to invent something new. Institutions and markets of one sort or another will be there to serve as a conduit between makers, buyers, and audiences. These fundamentals are here to stay. So is the museum’s capacity to endure. Wired to protect and to conserve, the museum has outlasted world wars, famines, epidemics, dictatorships, economic meltdowns, technological disruptions, zigzagging tastes, breakneck globalization, the onslaught of mass tourism, and more. If the following dialogues can help not just museums but all art world institutions continue to evolve, adjust, and thrive, they will have served their purpose well.
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Art World in the Age of ai
Refik Anadol
Artist, Los Angeles, United States




The year was 2019, and Refik Anadol and I were looking for data for a new artwork. We wandered around the factory of an automobile company for which Anadol—a pioneering media artist and a leader in using artificial intelligence—was preparing a commission. We found what he needed in a glass chamber where robotic arms, moving with poetic precision and grace, had been laying down paint in a kaleidoscopic array of colors. A few months later, the trove of information thus generated was embodied in a data painting. No data, no art. That’s the logic behind the Turkish-born Anadol’s brand of generative art. His polyglot studio of data engineers has been retained by companies at the forefront of the ai revolution. In 2022, his work was recognized with an exhibition at Moma, Unsupervised, a human-machine collaboration that mobilized the museum’s collections into an ever-shifting digital work. His latest endeavor is a museum of ai art in Los Angeles called dataland. Each day, Anadol and his colleagues confront new questions about the methods, markets, and morals of data-driven creativity.


andrás szántó Let’s start with something easy. What are you working on this week?

refik anadol An exciting artwork for the United Nations. We got a call from the general secretary for the Summit of the Future. They found our work to be among the most ethical and responsible ai art to highlight. We are crafting a new artwork that is aligned with the United Nations’ statement on how ai should operate and for whom.

You’re working on this with the Refik Anadol Studio—because you can’t do this all by yourself. Can you describe the studio?

Our studio has twenty people who speak fifteen languages. I don’t like working alone—I prefer to imagine together. While doing my mfa in visual communication design at Istanbul Bilgi University, I was certain I’d open a studio one day. During my second mfa, at ucla, I studied with pioneers like Casey Reas, Christian Moeller, Rebecca Allen, and Jennifer Steinkamp; they all encouraged me to establish a studio eventually. Today, our network includes specialists across architecture, ai, data science, neuroscience, and literature. We collaborate to generate new ideas and push creative boundaries.

This is a far cry from Turkey, where you grew up. Looking at your art, I’m often reminded of the mosaics of Istanbul.

Culture starts with nature. The Bosporus, which I saw every day of my life growing up, is a connecting tissue. The city of Istanbul is a bridge between Europe and Asia. It’s an insanely complex city where you can see all the connections between culture, nature, and spirituality. It is, to me, truly the ultimate inspiration. What I like most about being from Turkey is all the layers of architecture, history, and knowledge. I still get inspired by wandering around all those incredible surfaces.

I can see how being from Istanbul, you’d feel right at home in la: the in-betweenness, the water and the sun, the sense of being at the edge. Meanwhile, you’ve become an artist. What kind of artist are you?

I’m a media artist. I learned that from one of my mentors, Peter Weibel. It was in his class that I coined the term “data painting,” in 2008. Peter said that any artist using any media is a media artist. You can use music, sound, intangible data. He allowed me to shape the notion of what I could be. Then, luckily, I found the Design Media Arts department at ucla, which had been the locus for these issues for four decades. That was a natural fit.

dataland, your future museum of ai art, is an apotheosis of your work. Why did you decide to establish it?

I am inspired by the concept of a playground—a space to explore without constraints. My work is never rooted in straightforward technologies. Each piece presents its own set of formidable challenges in engineering, technology, programming, and data. These complexities often push even advanced institutions to their limits. I envisioned a museum where I could push the boundaries of imagination and technology, creating a space to experiment at the very edge of what is possible with ai. We decided to call it dataland to convey a sense of excitement and discovery.

We’re speaking in the fall of 2024. Just yesterday, Openai released a chatbot that reasons the way a human might, in a series of steps. What exactly is ai for you?

I would say a co-creator. I was still saying a “tool” couple of years ago, but at this moment I can no longer say that. This is a tool that can turn into a thinking brush. We would underestimate it by calling it a tool. Now I speak about “human-machine collaboration.” Working with ai, I find myself enhanced in my capacity for imagination.

I believe in collecting our own data and training our own ai models. When people think about ai, they often see big systems involving multi-billions of dollars and a trillion tokens. That’s a different league, a product-and-service business with its own agenda. In the art context, I always think about something different: open-source archives, open-source ai, open-source data. These are, at the moment, two separate worlds.

ai is an evolving technology, not like electricity or any physical tool. It’s a living entity. Once it blends in with society and humanity, it may be harder to question it and to understand it. That’s why I think that over the next decade or so, it will be so important to ask questions, to be sure that we really understand it. We have to demystify ai as much as we can.

You were a media artist before you were an ai artist. How did ai change your way of making art?

We artists tend to ask the bold question: “What lies beyond reality?” In February 2016, I became the first artist in residence at Google’s Artists + Machine Intelligence (ami) program. At that time, I was posing questions such as, “If a machine can learn, can it dream?” As I delved into ai, I recognized that the archive represents everything. Archives are humanity’s collective memories. I connected these dots during my Google residency. We currently work with over 5 billion images and more than a century of audio data.

I find it fascinating to break the mold of the ai. Many algorithms are boringly trying to mimic reality, as if they were trying to say, “Here is exactly what you are asking for; I have no hallucinations.” That is functional, but not inspiring. Whenever we break these molds and hack the algorithms, that’s where the inspirational part of ai appears. We call them “machine hallucinations.” I’ve worked on this concept for the past eight years. I never get bored, because each dataset, each archive, is unique.

However, this is not simply imagery that ai has made on its own. I always apply an artistic computation on top of the ai. I use ai as a collaborator to realize my artistic vision. We never show a raw ai output. It’s not art, and it does not reflect our studio’s vision of media art: There needs to be a human intervention. Imagination is the starting point, not computation.

The whole world is trying to eliminate machine hallucinations, and you are turning them into fuel for creativity.

I cannot explain how incredibly inspiring this is. I have great team members whom I love to work with, but I also have ai to work with. Every moment of the day, I brainstorm in the neural networks. I am constantly finding new ways of thinking with ai. There is often a significant time gap between what I am doing and what I am showing, because it requires time to digest, to give context to the work before it goes to a public scale.


What sort of infrastructure, skills, or partners do you need to make this happen?

Number one, the now-familiar ai tools that people use every day. But those, to me, are not art-making tools. They are reasoning tools available to everyone.

We get the most out of ai when we train our own data and create our own models. This requires significant wisdom, experience, and computation. I met Jensen Huang, the ceo of Nvidia, seven years ago, and since then he has never stopped supporting our studio’s journey. We receive significant graphics processing unit support from them—because you need gpus to train the ai and have a dialogue with it.

I learned how to use cloud computing at Google. We need it to scale up and work with multiple billions of parameters. We have learned how to work with pioneers in ai research and to blend our respective creative teams together. At Moma, we collaborated with Nvidia researchers to dive into the collection data. At the Walt Disney Concert Hall, for the 2019 Frank Gehry projection wdch Dreams, the Los Angeles Philharmonic donated hundreds of terabytes of data. Dealing with that amount of information on a local computer is impossible. We must use cloud computing to make art from it.

When someone buys an ai-based artwork, what exactly do they own?

This is a great question. Moma was the first institution to collect a living ai artwork. Our collaboration on Unsupervised involved training the ai on Moma’s digitized collection. This artwork is a living thing, functioning in its own hardware, an electrical device that may have to be updated over time.

Now, there’s a high chance that cloud computation will outlast our lifetimes. This was a major realization for me. It means that when collecting ai art, we have to account for the fact that the neural network has a life of its own. A cloud version of the artwork can outlive any human talking about it, most likely. So, to answer your question, the ai artwork involves both the cloud as a virtual space where the artwork survives, and then a physical component, where a portal opens up to the cloud, so to speak.

We have multiple versions of an artwork to ensure its longevity and adaptability over time. First, there are at least two earlier iterations, reflecting the evolution of the piece as it has been developed on previous generations of hardware. Then, as a third version, we have the current, most advanced version running on the best available computer, optimized for today’s technology. However, because digital and ai-driven artworks rely on computational systems that evolve rapidly, preservation is essential. Museums and institutions don’t just acquire a single instance—they maintain multiple copies. This guarantees that the work will continue to exist and will be experienced well into the future, adapting to new technologies while staying true to its original intent.

ok, so I’m not buying a static object, that much is clear. But am I licensing? Am I acquiring?

You’re acquiring.

I’m acquiring the right to...what exactly? Because, as you say, the work is an evolving thing, manifested in the cloud, right?

The artwork is alive. But the core system that makes it live is what the artwork is. The experience is something, but the system is part of the artwork. The system is the body of the work.

We must accept that humanity’s journey with technological art has been quite primitive until recently. Nam June Paik, one of my heroes, was the first to suggest that display technologies would eventually become irrelevant. We’re talking about an intelligent system that reiterates itself. It’s not what we saw across the centuries, when artists utilized available technologies that inspired them.

By contrast, the commercial model that works well for your studio is one of the oldest: commissioning. It takes us back to the Renaissance, when you needed a pope to commission the Sistine Chapel. I sometimes think of you as a fresco painter engaged by the great institutions of our time.

I think that’s a great framing. It’s a no-brainer that the church was, back in its time, maybe the only place that could allow artists to innovate their best work. When it comes to ai art, the one and only place where this can be pushed forward is the institutions that are currently defining the future.


However, the artist also provokes the institution. When I’m working with those giant entities, I’m not just happily sitting there. I’m challenging my colleagues at the studio and our collaborators at those institutions. I’m challenging the hardware. I’m constantly questioning the potentials and debating new perspectives.

Back in the day, an artist might say, “I don’t want to paint this face here.” Today, the artist can say, “Just a moment, this ai model has weird data in it; I don’t want to use it.” If the tech giants cannot engage with such a process because of their agendas, then it’s time for museums, institutions, curators, and collectors to find a way.

What specifically do museums have to do to engage fruitfully with artists like you?

First, the fundamentals of communication are needed. There’s a language barrier between artists like me and what these institutions are accustomed to talking about. Before ai, institutions were able to catch up with new mediums, because those were still familiar to some extent. Today’s institutions have a lot of catching up to do to get in sync with emerging technology.

In terms of expertise, you need deep technologists who are ready for data and ai innovation, who understand the latest display technologies and av engineering and system architecting. We’re not just talking about a beautiful, gesso-covered canvas or a sculpture that is only worried about gravity. It’s way beyond that. You’re dealing with an entire technological ecosystem.

It’s also about how we work together. At Moma, I worked with curators in two departments, Michelle Kuo and Paula Antonelli. Such a combination is already rare. I worked with the carpenters, I worked with the cto, the cfo, the av engineer, and the data-science team. That’s the level of engagement required. The artist has to be everywhere. The whole institution needs to be behind the work.

As a pioneer in this space, what do you think are some ethical rules and guardrails that are needed around ai-driven creativity?

These questions cannot be answered truly and honestly outside a nonprofit mindset. We need artist-led institutions and initiatives to lead this discussion. Otherwise, everything becomes product. My solution has been to start a nonprofit foundation where we can consider and practice our ethics.

Here’s a simple rule: If an artist wants to work with ai, the artist will have to collect their own data and train their own models. I don’t see any other way. Now, that’s challenging, because it requires a deep technological background. We may need an institution that allows artists to work with ethical data and create their own ai models for the purpose of cultivating their imagination. If an artist wants to make a painting, they can go to a Blick store and buy the tools, which are affordable and accessible. Creating with ai, by contrast, means working with millions of images, sorting them, computing them with multiple gpus that may take months to train. It takes complex and expensive technological know-how to create art with this new thinking brush.

While traditional tools will not change much over time, every morning is a new day in the ai context. Sometimes I wake up and realize that two months of ai training are obsolete because suddenly, there’s a better model.

We are witnessing leapfrogs of capacity from one ai generation to the next. What can you imagine happening in ten or twenty years?

Most likely, ai will become an invisible layer in humanity’s fabric. At the moment, we still believe there’s a distance between humans and machines, but eventually we will all blend together. This blend will be a fascinating new world. I would like to coin a new term here to help us think about where we are going. I call it “generative reality”—a world in which we are constantly generating new realities.

ar, vr, xr, were important innovations that gave us an extended and virtual reality. But none of them actually created new realities, because they did not have ai in them. My inner voice says that this new field of imagination will be about constantly generated reality. As such, it will not be easy to grasp or to define.


Not to get overly philosophical, but what you say makes me wonder: Will there still be a place within that blended, generated reality for what we now call “art”?

Art, for me, is humanity’s capacity for imagination. I don’t believe that will change. I hope to push forward our capacity for imagination, with or without ai, with or without technology.

With all that in mind, how would you define the term “art world”?

The art world explores humanity’s capacity for imagination.

And is the matrix of art institutions, people, and markets still a good fit for the world we have, or the one we are going to have?

I’ll answer through an ai comparison. When you train an ai model, there is what we call a collapsing model or outfit problem. When data outfits the neural network, you get glitches. And those glitches create amazing outputs—which I love. Many artists, as I mentioned, enjoy such aesthetic failures and hacks. I like to think that the art world is itself like that—that it is out of fit. It’s great that it’s not perfect, so we can still have time and space for creative growth.

There you go again, finding relevance in imperfection. You have created your own way of being in this new world. From the perspective of your grandchildren’s generation, how do you imagine people will be thinking about your contributions to art?

I grew up in a family of teachers. I still believe that teaching and sharing and giving are everything. That’s in my dna. And what I want to give back is inspiration, joy, and hope. That is harder than talking about all that’s bad and dark in the world. I do not deny that the world has problems. But I want to find what else I can bring into this world we are living in now.

Doing that is more challenging than working with ai. It’s more challenging than creating art. It’s about the deepest challenge of all: expressing what it means to be human.








The Art World Has Not Escaped the Fundamentals of Network Science












Art World Networks
Albert-László Barabási
Network Scientist & Artist, Boston, United States




László Barabási and I left East-Central Europe at roughly the same time, in the late 1980s and early 1990s respectively, to pursue graduate studies in the United States. From there our trajectories diverged. He became an academic superstar, a pioneer in the field of network science, with a data-science lab at Northeastern University, an appointment at Harvard, and many publications and awards to his name. I left higher education to focus on more creative and strategic endeavors in the cultural sphere. Although we are both Hungarian speakers and close in age, we only met decades into our lives in America. What brought us together was a shared interest in the systems of art. By that time, Barabási—who once dreamt of becoming a sculptor—was not only using network science to analyze art careers, institutions, and markets. He had started making his own data-infused artworks. Our collaborations and conversations in recent years have often explored how the art world compares to other large complex networks. It turns out they are not as different as you might think.


andrás szántó You are a network scientist. What’s the first thing to know about the art world as a network?

albert-lászló barabási That value in art is not an objective quantity. It is determined primarily by a largely invisible network that ties the artist and her work to everything else in art history: Which institutions engage with the artist? What was her previous exhibition history? Who has she exhibited with, and who were the curators? Ultimately, how does the work relate to art history and the institutional network in general?

You lead a kind of double life. How did art creep into your science?

Today my lab, which consists of both scientists and designers, is focused on understanding the many networks around us, from social networks—how we are connected by professional, personal, and family ties—to how genes network in our cells. We explored the spread of viruses even before Covid-19. We studied inequalities of access to the World Wide Web back in 1999. If you need to understand the architecture of a complex, interconnected system, you come to us. We develop mathematical models to describe them and to unlock their behavior and value.

But long before I became a scientist, I was studying to become a sculptor. Unfortunately, in Romania, where I grew up under the dictatorship of Nicolae Ceaușescu, there were only five spots available in sculpture at the university level. So I took the easy way out and became a nuclear scientist.

A decade later, having moved to the us as an assistant professor at a relatively young age—I was 26 at that time—I took advantage of art classes at the University of Notre Dame. That was roughly the same time my lab was pioneering a new area of research that we call today “network science.” I started to bring the concepts I was learning in art classes into the lab’s scientific practice. We created what were then called “visualizations” of networks.

In 2015, we got an invitation from London to show some of our work. I had no idea who the person inviting us was. But we sent the files. It turned out to be Hans Ulrich Obrist, from the Serpentine. In 2020 we had our first retrospective at the Ludwig Museum, in Budapest, which traveled to zkm in Karlsruhe, Germany. Since then, we’ve had two dozen exhibitions around the world.


As a network-science construct, what exactly, for your purposes, is the “art world”?

The art world is a complex network with identifiable nodes—the artists, galleries, museums, collectors, curators, and so on. It is a cultural network, and cultural systems are characterized by overproduction. An exceptional number of talented artists seek opportunities to exhibit their work in a relatively small number of galleries and museums. This results in pitched competition to arrive at the few artists who are perceived as prestigious.

Now, in any network we must first define the nodes. Then we can map out the meaningful connections between them. The goal is to find the links that really matter. To get started, my team in the lab assembled a massive dataset containing virtually all exhibitions in all museums and galleries around the world. We used this data to reconstruct the relationships between them.

In network-science terms, we can say that two institutions are connected if they show the same artists—an indication that they share a perspective on art and have access to similar works and artists. The more the artists they show have in common, the stronger their ties. We first mapped this network around 2018. It is a massive network of some twenty thousand galleries and museums worldwide. An artistic career is nothing but a journey on this network, moving along its links from institutions to institutions.

Any surprises?

Several. First, there are clear hubs—that is, institutions that share artists with many other institutions. In New York the biggest ones are the usual suspects: the Museum of Modern Art, the Met, the Guggenheim, Gagosian, and Pace Gallery. The main European hubs are the Tate Modern in London and the Centre Pompidou in Paris. The co-exhibition network was clearly detecting the prestige hierarchy of the art world. We found a strong correlation between how central you are in the network and the market value of the artists you end up showing.

Another surprise was that high-value institutions formed one giant cluster, quite isolated from other regional and national clusters. In other words, the big hubs are networking mainly among themselves. They have a common understanding of art and tend to show the same artists. And there are large clusters where art lives in parallel, untouched by these big hubs. There is a large eastern European cluster, an African cluster, and so on—but these regional clusters have few links to the main cluster.

This confirms a widely held perception that there is a central narrative of art, which is locked in at the top, with parallel art worlds finding themselves outside the central discourse.

Absolutely. However, the big-value cluster is geographically delocalized. It contains major institutions from all over the world. They network among themselves, independent of their continents.

I’m getting this image of the Himalayas with a few mountain peaks that poke above the clouds.

That’s right. Except that there are bridges between those peaks. The Himalayan peaks are physically isolated, whereas in the art network there are dense paths between them. You have to get to one peak to cross to another. You cannot go down into the valley again.

Your major discovery in network science had to do with such nodes. You were the first to map the internet and show that it’s not random; it coagulates around nodes. Are the art world’s historical geographic centers, like Antwerp, Paris, or New York, simply a feature of networks?

Absolutely. Networks in society, technology, biology, are all what we call scale-free networks. They are characterized by major hubs, and the number of hubs is not random. There is a precise law—which I happen to be responsible for discovering, in 1999—that tells us how many and what size hubs we should expect in any network.

The World Wide Web was hailed as a platform for democracy because anybody’s voice could theoretically be heard. In fact, because of these hubs your voice may not be so accessible—it’s lost behind the voices sitting on hubs. We see much the same in the art world. The number of major hubs and local clusters is fixed by the scale-free nature of the network.

We tend to write art history as a story of artists, as a hero’s story. But that story largely ignores the institutional network that made the artist’s career possible. The art world has not escaped the fundamentals of network science.


How is this network transforming right now, in your view?

First, the institutional network has become even more inescapable in the last thirty to forty years. It has also grown a lot. Not only do we have many more galleries and museums than before, but we have seen the emergence of art fairs and the proliferation of biennials—the latter growing from twenty-nine in 2000 to one hundred and seventeen in 2021.

There are qualitative changes as well. We’re currently doing research about the impact of biennials on artists’ careers. Not surprisingly, they have a massive effect. An artist featured in the Venice Biennale has, over the following decade, a linearly increasing opportunity to exhibit: three additional solo shows and six more group shows, compared to an artist with a comparable career who was not invited to Venice. The prices of the artist also rise; so does their presence at art fairs.

What I find particularly interesting is that this biennial effect is quite recent—it has only emerged since the 1990s. The Venice Biennale has been around since 1895, and the competition, in the form of other biennials, has exploded. Puzzlingly, despite all that—or precisely because of it—Venice has gained a new significance over the past three decades. In a larger, more global art world, its stamp of institutional approval seems to earn more attention.

You needed data to come to that conclusion. What kind of data do we still need to fully understand the dynamics of the art world?

The narrative of the art space is, of course, defined by the humanities. With data, you’re speaking a different language, and you may get a new and rather different perspective, one that is truly complementary to the traditional narratives of art. Such a data-driven perspective can offer a more complete and more inclusive take on the processes that drive the art world. With data, for example, we can pay as much attention to marginalized artists as to those engaging with the biggest hubs of the art network.

The problem, however, is that while such data exists, it is not centralized or accessible. You have to go to whatever institution holds an artist’s papers and collect, step by step, every piece of information. It used to be the same in science. Today, every research paper published since 1900 is available in databases. You no longer have to go to a library and search for big books or bound journals. You go to Google Scholar and find the text in minutes. This has fundamentally changed how we engage with scientific knowledge. However, the resources to find data comprehensively are not yet available in the art space.

What would that centralized dataset need to contain?

The value of art is canonized through institutions. So we need to see where an artist has exhibited: in which galleries, museums, art fairs, or biennials. We need to know what works were shown and who was the curator. Thus far it has been impossible to follow individual artworks, and we typically lack data on curators. We do have increasingly complete data on how artists engage with different institutions. We may not know precisely what you were showing at the Venice Biennale, but we do know that you were there. That’s often enough to model a career.

If you could create this master database, I am quite certain it would be to art history what sequencing the genome has been for biology. It would unleash a revolution in thinking about art.

It is imperative that we make an effort to record this data, so that we can have a much more accurate record of art history. What we need is a publicly available, free, comprehensive database to democratize our ability to research art.

Let’s pick two topics and put them in a data-driven context. What can you say about gender and race disparities in the art world?

Let’s start with gender—a hot-button issue. We’re well aware of the historically uneven representation of women in museums and galleries. In the past decade we have witnessed a strong intent on the part of institutions to change that. What is interesting from my perspective is the goal of that gender-balance reset.

What should equitable representation look like? Are we aiming for a gender-blind representation—that the system embraces you regardless of which gender you are? Or rather, is the goal gender parity—having equal amounts of work by both men and women? These different aims require different interventions. Achieving parity has to start in the schools, and it cannot end there. You need to ensure there are both male and female artists in the system at all career stages. But the system used to produce many more male artists, as it is producing more female artists now. So if you enforce gender parity without an equal balance of genders in the pipeline, you will violate the gender-blind principle.

Race is more complicated. Researchers can identify gender quite well. There are ai tools available to scientists that can look at a person’s name and closely identify their biological sex (putting aside social and cultural complexities surrounding gender for now). Race, however, needs to be self-identified by the individual. It is embedded in where you come from, migration histories, and so on. It is a fundamentally unsolved problem from a data perspective.

As usual, looking at things empirically adds complexity and nuance to the picture we see. What does the data say about who succeeds in the art system?

The most obvious path to success is to go to a prestigious art school and, soon after graduation, be picked up by a leading gallery in a major art hub. You start at the top, and you stay there. Our data shows not only that this is the most common path, but that the top galleries and museums are already full of works by artists who started high and stayed high—which leaves little room for people to join as outsiders. This tendency locks out diversity and new ideas.

In science, you can come up from an elite institution and never succeed, because you’re not making discoveries. Likewise, you can arrive from less elite schools and make a discovery that changes the world. In the art space, we don’t have an objective way of verifying a discovery and thus lack an anchoring value. One consequence of this is that we have a homogeneously defined canon. We’re not letting innovation from the periphery succeed.

On a related note, when you pull somebody into the canon later, toward the end of their career, that is a “rediscovery,” which means that they were not part of the conversation earlier. They were denied influence while they were most active. They may enter the canon belatedly, but their perspective is not part of the organic fabric of the art space.

This brings us back to the museum. Is the reputational impact of a museum show still bigger in comparison to, say, a commercial gallery show?

We have struggled to distinguish between the value of a museum exhibition and gallery exhibition. In the network, they don’t seem to serve distinct roles. We find that museums and galleries of similar prestige are intertwined. Showing in a hot gallery could be just as important as showing in a museum of similar prestige.

What, then, is the museum’s superpower?

From the perspective of the artist’s career, there may be no distinction between a museum and a gallery show. But there’s a huge distinction in terms of how you define the canon and an artist’s presence and longevity in it. Most of the time, we do not go to the museum to see the youngest, hottest artists. We go to gain a perspective, an overview. I think of the gallery as a research paper and the museum as a reviewed article or a book.

So there are still unique roles for these institutions. Do you think these arrangements will more or less stay the same? Or can you envision a more fundamental realignment in the art world?

The art world is a fragile system, particularly in the us, where there is little government involvement in art. It all comes down to private individuals, and ultimately to collectors. Fundamentally, art has failed to democratize itself and find a different business model. That’s the Achilles’ heel of the system.

I hope that innovations can still drastically change the art world. The gallery system was itself a major innovation, emerging with Impressionism. The art fair was an innovation, as were biennials. The most recent innovation was the nft, which helped to create a market for digital art. Despite everything we hear about their demise, nfts are here to stay. Digital artists are now part of the fabric of art. A single innovation can drastically change the course of history.
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