
vol 20 no 1  book senior editors lanfranco aceti, SuSanne JaScHko, 
Julian StallabraSS / book editor bill balaSkaS
The Leonardo Electronic Almanac is proud to announce the publication 
of its first Lea book, titled “Red Art: New Utopias in Data Capitalism.” The 
publication investigates the relevance of socialist utopianism to the current 
dispositions of New Media Art, through the contributions of renowned and 
emerging academic researchers, critical theorists, curators and artists.

New Utopias in Data Capitalism



I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0 V O L  1 9  N O  4  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

LEA is a publication of Leonardo/ISAST and MIT Press.

Copyright 2014 ISAST

Leonardo Electronic Almanac

Volume 20 Issue 1

January 15, 2014

issn 1071-4391

isbn 978-1-906897-28-4

The isbn is provided by Goldsmiths, University of London.

lea publiSHing & SubScription information

Editor in Chief

Lanfranco Aceti lanfranco.aceti@leoalmanac.org

Co-Editor

Özden Şahin ozden.sahin@leoalmanac.org

Managing Editor

John Francescutti john.francescutti@leoalmanac.org

Editorial Manager

Çağlar Çetin caglar.cetin@leoalmanac.org

Art Director

Deniz Cem Önduygu deniz.onduygu@leoalmanac.org

Editorial Board

Peter J. Bentley, Ezequiel Di Paolo, Ernest Edmonds, Felice 

Frankel, Gabriella Giannachi, Gary Hall, Craig Harris, Sibel 

Irzık, Marina Jirotka, Beau Lotto, Roger Malina, Terrence 

Masson, Jon McCormack, Mark Nash, Sally Jane Norman, 

Christiane Paul, Simon Penny, Jane Prophet, Jeffrey Shaw, 

William Uricchio

Cover Illustration

Bill Balaskas, Re: Evolution, 2013

Courtesy of the artist and Kalfayan Galleries, 

Athens - Thessaloniki

Editorial Address

Leonardo Electronic Almanac

Sabanci University, Orhanli – Tuzla, 34956 

Istanbul, Turkey 

Email

info@leoalmanac.org

Web

www.leoalmanac.org

www.twitter.com/LEA_twitts

www.flickr.com/photos/lea_gallery

www.facebook.com/pages/Leonardo-Electronic-

Almanac/209156896252

»

»

»

»

Copyright © 2014

Leonardo, the International Society for the Arts, 

Sciences and Technology

Leonardo Electronic Almanac is published by:

Leonardo/ISAST

211 Sutter Street, suite 501

San Francisco, CA 94108

USA

Leonardo Electronic Almanac (LEA) is a project of Leonardo/

The International Society for the Arts, Sciences and Technol-

ogy. For more information about Leonardo/ISAST’s publica-

tions and programs, see http://www.leonardo.info or contact 

isast@leonardo.info.

Leonardo Electronic Almanac is produced by 

Passero Productions.

Reposting of this journal is prohibited without permission of 

Leonardo/ISAST, except for the posting of news and events 

listings which have been independently received.

The individual articles included in the issue are © 2014 ISAST.

Leonardo eLectronic aLmanac book, VoLume 20 issue 1 

Red Art: New Utopias in 
Data Capitalism
book senior editors
lanfranco aceti, SuSanne JaScHko, Julian StallabraSS

book editor
bill balaSkaS

mailto:lanfranco.aceti@leoalmanac.org
mailto:ozden.sahin@leoalmanac.org
mailto:john.francescutti@leoalmanac.org
mailto:john.francescutti@leoalmanac.org
mailto:deniz.onduygu@leoalmanac.org
mailto:info@leoalmanac.org
http://www.leoalmanac.org 
http://www.twitter.com/LEA_twitts 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/lea_gallery 
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Leonardo-Electronic-Almanac/209156896252
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Leonardo-Electronic-Almanac/209156896252
http://www.leonardo.info
mailto:isast@leonardo.info


L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  2 0  N O  1 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 8 - 4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 8 - 4 V O L  2 0  N O  1  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A CL E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  1 9  N O  4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 6 - 0

The Leonardo Electronic Almanac 
acknowledges the institutional support 
for this book of 

The publication of this book is graciously supported 
by the Royal College of Art (Programme of Critical 
Writing in Art & Design, Research Methods Course 
and the School of Humanities Event Fund).

The publication of this book is kindly supported by the 
University for the Creative Arts. 

4 5



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  2 0  N O  1 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 8 - 4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 8 - 4 V O L  2 0  N O  1  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

GROUNDS FOR THE POLITICAL AESTHETICS OF CULTURAL
COMMONS IN THE POST-MEDIUM CONDITION:
THE OPEN SOURCE CULTURAL OBJECT
Boris Čučković

POWERED BY GOOGLE: WIDENING ACCESS AND TIGHTENING 
CORPORATE CONTROL
Dan Schiller & Shinjoung Yeo

HACKTERIA: AN EXAMPLE OF NEOMODERN ACTIVISM
Boris Magrini

COMMUNISM OF CAPITAL AND CANNIBALISM OF THE COMMON: 
NOTES ON THE ART OF OVER-IDENTIFICATION
Matteo Pasquinelli

MATERIAL CONDITIONS OF PRODUCTION AND HIDDEN 
ROMANTIC DISCOURSES IN NEW MEDIA ARTISTIC AND 
CREATIVE PRACTICES
Ruth Pagès & Gemma San Cornelio

GAMSUTL
Taus Makhacheva

FROM TACTICAL MEDIA TO THE NEO-PRAGMATISTS OF THE WEB
David Garcia

COMMONIST RED ART: BLOOD, BONES, UTOPIA AND KITTENS
Lanfranco Aceti

CHANGING THE GAME: TOWARDS AN ‘INTERNET OF PRAXIS’
Bill Balaskas

SUGGESTIONS FOR ART THAT COULD BE CALLED RED
Susanne Jaschko

WHY DIGITAL ART IS RED
Julian Stallabrass

8

13

16

18

DISSENT AND UTOPIA: RETHINKING ART AND TECHNOLOGY IN 
LATIN AMERICA
Valentina Montero Peña & Pedro Donoso

THE THING HAMBURG: A TEMPORARY DEMOCRATIZATION OF 
THE LOCAL ART FIELD
Cornelia Sollfrank, Rahel Puffert & Michel Chevalier

ARTISTS AS THE NEW PRODUCERS OF THE COMMON (?)
Daphne Dragona

LONG STORY SHORT
Natalie Bookchin

THE DESIRES OF THE CROWD: SCENARIO FOR A FUTURE 
SOCIAL SYSTEM 
Karin Hansson

FROM LITERAL TO METAPHORICAL UTOPIA: INTERCONNECTIONS 
BETWEEN THE INNER STRUCTURE OF THE NEW MEDIA ART AND 
THE UTOPIAN THOUGHT
Christina Vatsella

THE POINT SOURCE: BLINDNESS, SPEECH AND PUBLIC SPACE
Adam Brown

INVISIBLE HISTORIES, THE GRIEVING WORK OF COMMUNISM, 
AND THE BODY AS DISRUPTION: A TALK ABOUT ART AND 
POLITICS
Elske Rosenfeld

TAKEN SQUARE: ON THE HYBRID INFRASTRUCTURES OF THE 
#15M MOVEMENT
José Luis de Vicente

WHEN AESTHETIC IS NOT JUST A PRETTY PICTURE:
PAOLO CIRIO’S SOCIAL ACTIONS
Lanfranco Aceti

 »IN EIGENER SACHE« (SPEAKING FOR OURSELVES)
MAGAZINES, GDR, OCTOBER 1989 – JUNE 1990
Elske Rosenfeld

ART WORK / DREAM WORK IN NEW MEDIA DOCUMENTARY   
Karen O’Rourke

Leonardo Electronic Almanac
Volume 20 Issue 1

C O N T E N T SC O N T E N T S

136

148

164

174

182

192

198

214

224

232

251

266

22

44

58

72

82

94

124

6 7



L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C  V O L  2 0  N O  1 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 8 - 4 I S S N  1 0 7 1 - 4 3 9 1       I S B N  9 7 8 - 1 - 9 0 6 8 9 7 - 2 8 - 4 V O L  2 0  N O  1  L E O N A R D O E L E C T R O N I C A L M A N A C

I N T R O D U C T I O NI N T R O D U C T I O N

Does Red Art exist? And if so, who creates it and 
where can we find it? This special issue of the Leon-
ardo Electronic Almanac addresses these questions 
and collates a series of perspectives and visual essays 
that analyze the role, if any, that Red Art plays in the 
contemporary art world. 

Red Art, these are two simple words that can gener-
ate complex discussions and verbal feuds since they 
align the artist to a vision of the world that is ‘Red’ or 
‘Communist.’ 

Nevertheless, even if the two little words when 
placed together are controversial and filled with 
animus, they are necessary, if not indispensable, to 
understand contemporary aesthetic issues that are 
affecting art and how art operates in the context of 
social versus political power relations within an in-
creasingly technological and socially-mediated world. 

Red Art could be translated – within the contempo-
rary hierarchical structures – as the art of the power-
less versus the art of the powerful, as the art of the 
masses versus the art of the few, as the art of the 
young versus the old, as the art of the technological 
democrats versus the technological conservatives, 
as the art of the poor versus the art of the rich... Or 
it could be described as the art of the revolutionary 
versus the status quo. In the multitude of the vari-
ous possible definitions, one appears to stand out 
for contemporary art and it is the definition of art 
as bottom-up participation versus art as top-down 

prepackaged aesthetic knowledge. And yet, what does 
Red Art stand for and can it be only restricted to Com-
munist Art?

The contemporary meaning of Red Art is different 
from what it may have been for example in Italy in the 
1970s, since so much has changed in terms of politics, 
ideology and technology. It is no longer possible to 
directly identify Red Art with Communist Art (as the 
art of the ex Union of Soviet Socialist Republics or of 
its satellite states and globalized Communist political 
parties which were and continue to be present in the 
West – albeit in edulcorated forms) nor as the art of 
the left, but there is a need to analyze the complexity 
of the diversification and otherization of multiple geo-
political perspectives. 1 

If today’s Red Art has to redefine its structures and 
constructs it becomes necessary to understand who is 
encompassed within the label of Red Artists and what 
their common characteristics are. Red Artists – if we 
wanted to use this category – and their aesthetic pro-
duction cannot be reduced to the word ‘Communist,’ 
borrowing passé ideological constructs. An alternative 
to the impasse and the ideological collapse of com-
munism is the redefinition of Red Art as the art of the 
commons: Commonist Art. 2 If Red Art were to be 
defined as the art of the commons, Commonist Art, 
thereby entrenching it clearly within technoutopias 
and neoliberalist crowd sourcing approaches for col-
lective participation, this would provide a contradic-
tory but functional framework for the realization of 

common practices, socially engaged frameworks, short 
terms goals and ‘loose/open’ commitments that could 
be defined in technological terms as liquid digital uto-
pias or as a new form of permanent dystopia. 3
The XXIst century appears to be presenting us, then, 
with the entrenched digitized construct of the common 
versus the idea of the Paris Commune of 1871, thereby 
offering a new interpretation of the social space and an 
alternative to traditional leftist/neoliberal constructs. 
The idea of the common – as an open access revolving 
door, is opposed to the concept of the commune – as a 
highly regulated and hierarchical structure.

The ‘semantic’ distinguo between commons and com-
munes becomes important since both terms are reflec-
tions of constructions and terminological frameworks 
for an understanding of both society and art that is 
based on ‘likes,’ actions and commitments for a com-
mon or a commune. The commitment, even when 
disparagingly used to define some of the participants as 
click-activists and armchair revolutionaries, 4 is partial 
and leaves the subject able to express other likes often 
in contradiction with one another: e.g. I like the protests 
against Berlusconi’s government and I like the programs 
on his private TVs.  

I find the idea of the commons (knowledge, art, creativ-
ity, health and education) liberating, empowering and 
revolutionary, if only it was not expressed within its own 
economic corporative structures, creating further layers 
of contradiction and operational complexities.

The contradictions of contemporary Red Art and con-
temporary social interactions may be located in the 
difference between the interpretations of common 
and commune – the commune upon which the Italian 
Communist Party, for example, based its foundations in 
order to build a new ‘church.’ 

The relationships in the commune of the Italian com-
munists (oxymoronically defined Cattocomunisti or 
Catholic-communist) rests in faith and in compelled 
actions, in beliefs so rooted that are as blinding as 
blinding is the light of God in the painting The Con-
version of Saint Paul on the Road to Damascus by 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio. 

[…] and from the leadership an aggressive unwill-
ingness to allow any dissent or deviation. ‘That 
time produced one of the sharpest mental frosts 
I can remember on the Left,’ the historian E. P. 
Thompson would recall from personal knowledge 
of the CP... 5

It is this blind faith that has generated the martyrs of 
communism and heretical intellectuals, accusations 
from which not even Antonio Gramsci was able to 
escape. The vertical hierarchical structure of the com-
mune and of the Communist Party produced heretics 
and immolations, but also supported artists, intellectu-
als, academics and writers that operated consonantly 
with the party’s ideals: people that sang from the 
same preapproved institutional hymn sheet. 

Stefania: This young generation horrifies me. Hav-
ing been kept for years by this state, as soon as 
they discover to have two neurons they pack and 
go to study, to work in the US and London, without 
giving a damn for who supported them. Oh well, 
they do not have any civic vocation. When I was 
young at the occupied faculty of literature, I oozed 
civic vocation. […] I have written eleven novels on 
civic duty and the book on the official history of the 
Party. 

Jep Gambardella: How many certainties you have, 
Stefania. I do not know if I envy you or feel a sensa-
tion of disgust. [...] Nobody remembers your civic 
vocation during your University years. Many instead 

Commonist Red Art:
Blood, Bones, Utopia and 
Kittens

8 9
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on the whims of a liquid Internet structure where 
people support within their timelines an idea, a utopia, 
a dream or the image of a kitten. 11
This piece of writing and this whole volume is dedi-
cated to the victims of the economic and political 
violence since the beginning of the Great Recession 
and to my father; and to the hope, hard to die off, that 
some utopia may still be possible. 

Lanfranco Aceti 
Editor in Chief, Leonardo Electronic Almanac
Director, Kasa Gallery

remember, personally, another vocation of yours 
that was expressed at the time; but was consumed 
in the bathrooms of the University. You have writ-
ten the official history of the Party because for 
years you have been the mistress of the head of 
the Party. Your eleven novels published by a small 
publishing house kept by the Party and reviewed by 
small newspapers close to the Party are irrelevant 
novels [...] the education of the children that you 
conduct with sacrifice every minute of your life ... 
Your children are always without you [...] then you 
have - to be precise - a butler, a waiter, a cook, a 
driver that accompanies the boys to school, three 
babysitters. In short, how and when is your sacri-
fice manifested? [...] These are your lies and your 
fragilities. 6

To the question, then, if Red Art exists I would have 
to answer: YES! I have seen Red Art in Italy (as well as 
abroad), as the Communist Art produced in the name 
of the party, with party money and for party propagan-
da, not at all different from the same art produced in 
the name of right-wing parties with state or corporate 
money – having both adopted and co-opted the same 
systems and frameworks of malfeasance shared with 
sycophantic artists and intellectuals. 

In order to understand the misery of this kind of Red 
Art one would have to look at the Italian aesthetiza-
tion of failure – which successfully celebrates failure in 
the Great Beauty by Paolo Sorrentino when the char-
acter of Stefania, and her ‘oozing civic duty,’ is ripped 
apart. It is a civic responsibility that is deprived and 
devoid of any ethics and morals. 7
This is but one of the multiple meanings of the con-
cept of Red Art – the definition of Red Art as Com-
munist Art, is the one that can only lead to sterile 
definitions and autocelebratory constructs based on 
the ‘aesthetic obfuscation of the lack of meaning’ as a 

tool for the obscurity of the aesthetic to act as a pro-
ducer of meaning when the artist producing it is inept 
at creating meaning. 8 Even more tragically, Red Art 
leads to the molding of the artist as spokesperson of 
the party and to the reduction of the artwork, when-
ever successful, to advertising and propaganda. 

Commonist Art, founded on the whim of the ‘like’ and 
‘trend,’ on the common that springs from the aggrega-
tion around an image, a phrase, a meme or a video, is 
able to construct something different, a convergence 
of opinions and actions that can be counted and 
weighed and that cannot be taken for granted. Could 
this be a Gramscian utopia of re-construction and re-
fashioning of aesthetics according to ‘lower commons’ 
instead of high and rich ‘exclusivity,’ which as such is 
unattainable and can only be celebrated through dia-
mond skulls and gold toilets? 

Commonist Art – the art that emerges from a com-
mon – is a celebration of a personal judgment, par-
tially knowledgeable and mostly instinctive, perhaps 
manipulated – since every ‘other’ opinion is either ma-
nipulated by the media or the result of international 
lobby’s conspiracies or it can be no more than a rein-
forcement of the society of the simulacra. Conversely, 
it may also be that the image and its dissemination 
online is the representation of a personal diffidence 
towards systems of hierarchical power and endorse-
ment that can only support ‘their own images and 
meanings’ in opposition to images that are consumed 
and exhausted through infinite possibilities of inter-
pretation and re-dissemination. 9
If Commonist Art offers the most populist minimum 
common denominator in an evolutionary framework 
determined by whims, it is not at all different from 
the minimum common denominator of inspirational/
aspirational codified aesthetics that are defined by 
the higher echelons of contemporary oligarchies that 

have increasingly blurred the boundaries of financial 
and aesthetic realms.

Commonist Art – if the current trends of protest will 
continue to affirm themselves even more strongly – 
will continue to defy power and will increasingly seek 
within global trends and its own common base viable 
operational structures that hierarchies will have to 
recognize, at one point or the other, by subsuming 
Commonist Art within pre-approved structures.    

Red Art, therefore, if intended as Commonist Art 
becomes the sign of public revolts, in the physical 
squares or on the Internet. It is art that emerges with-
out institutional ‘approval’ and in some cases in spite 
of institutional obstacles. Gramsci would perhaps say 
that Commonist Art is a redefinition of symbolic cul-
ture, folk art and traditional imageries that processed 
and blended through digital media and disseminated 
via the Internet enable Red Art to build up its own lan-
guages and its own aesthetics without having to be 
institutionally re-processed and receive hierarchical 
stamps of approval. 

Red Art can also be the expression of people whose 
blood and tears – literally – mark the post-democra-
cies of the first part of the XXIst century. Non-political, 
non-party, non-believers, 10 the crowds of the In-
ternet rally around an argument, a sense of justice, a 
feeling of the future not dominated by carcinogenic 
politicians, intellectuals and curators, that present 
themselves every time, according to geographical and 
cultural spaces, as Sultans, Envoys of God, or even 
Gods. 

Red Art, the Commonist Art that perhaps is worth 
considering as art, is the one that is self-elevated, built 
on the blood and bones of people still fighting in the 
XXIst century for justice, freedom and for a piece of 
bread. Art that rallies crowds’ likes and dislikes based 

1 0 1 1
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There is a new spectre haunting the art world. Not 
surprisingly, it has been put forward in recent arti-
cles, panel discussions and books as the ‘ism’ that 
could, possibly, best describe the current disposi-
tions of contemporary art. The name of the spectre 
is “post-internet art.” 1 Unlike, however, its counter-
part that was released in the world by Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels in 1848, 2 this contemporary spectre 
has not arrived in order to axiomatically change the 
established order of things; conceivably, it has arrived 
in order to support it.

Post-internet art refers to the aesthetic qualities 
defining today’s artistic production, which is often 
influenced by, mimics, or fully adopts elements of the 
Internet. At the same time, the term incorporates the 
communication tools and platforms through which 
contemporary artworks reach their intended (or non-
intended) audiences. Notably, in his book Post Internet 
(2011), art writer Gene McHugh suggests that regard-
less of an artist’s intentions, all artworks now find a 
space on the World Wide Web and, as a result, “[…] 
contemporary art, as a category, was/is forced, against 
its will, to deal with this new distribution context or 
at least acknowledge it.” 3 Quite naturally, this would 
seem like a strong oppositional force directed against 
the modus operandi of the mainstream art world. Yet, 
further down in the same page, McHugh characterizes 
this acknowledgement as a constituent part of the 
much larger “game” that is played by commercial gal-
leries, biennials, museums and auction houses.

Thus, there are inevitable contradictions and chal-
lenges in the role that post-internet art is called to 
fulfil as a movement and/or as a status of cultural 
production. Firstly, there is an easily identifiable ‘anxi-
ety’ to historicize a phenomenon that is very much in 
progress: the Internet is changing so rapidly, that if we 
think of the online landscape ten years ago, this would 
be radically different from our present experience 
of it. Furthermore, the post-internet theorization of 
contemporary art runs the danger of aestheticizing (or 
over-aestheticizing) a context that goes well beyond 
the borders of art: in the same way that we could talk 
about post-internet art, we could also talk about post-
internet commerce, post-internet dating, post-internet 
travel, post-internet journalism, etc. Therefore, the 
role and the identity of the post-internet artist are not 
independent of a much wider set of conditions. This 
false notion of autonomy is quite easy to recognize 
if we think, for instance, of ‘post-radio art’ or ‘post-
television art’ or, even, ‘post-videogames art,’ and the 
inherent structural and conceptual limitations of such 
approaches. 4
Most importantly, however, any kind of aestheticiza-
tion may readily become a very effective tool of de-
politicization. The idea of distributing images, sounds 
and words that merely form part of a pre-existing 
system of power, inescapably eradicates the political 
significance of distribution. The subversive potential-
ity inherent in the characterisation of a network as 

‘distributed’ was systematically undermined over the 
1990s and the 2000s, due to the ideological perva-

Changing the Game:
Towards an ‘Internet of 
Praxis’
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siveness of neoliberalism during the same period. Dis-
tribution – not to mention, equal distribution – could 
have enjoyed a much more prominent role as a natural 
fundament of the Web and, accordingly, as a con-
tributing factor in any investigation of digital art. Last 
but definitely not least, one cannot ignore the crucial 
fact that apolitical art is much easier to enter the art 
market and play the ‘game’ of institutionalization (and 
vice versa).

To the question: could the Internet and new media 
at large become true ‘game changers’ in the current 
historical conjuncture? What does ‘red art’ have to 
propose, and how does it relate to the previously de-
scribed ‘post-internet condition’? 

Interestingly, the term “post-internet art” was born 
and grew parallel to the global economic crisis and the 
Great Recession of 2009. One the most important 
objectives of the social movements that were engen-
dered by the crisis has been the effort to “reclaim” and 

“re-appropriate.” This aspiration referred not only to 
economic resources, but also to social roles, demo-
cratic functions, human rights, and – of course – urban 
spaces. Syntagma Square in Greece, Puerta del Sol in 
Madrid, Zuccotti Park in New York, as well as some of 
the most iconic public locations around the world saw 
diverse, or even ‘irreconcilable’ in some cases crowds 
demand change. Within the reality of Data Capitalism 
and its multiple self-generated crises, people increas-
ingly felt that they have now been totally deprived of a 
place (“topos” in Greek). 

It is worth remembering that the coiner of “utopia,” 
Thomas More, chose an island as the location where 
he placed his ideal society. 5 Any island constitutes a 
geographic formation that privileges the development 
of individual traits through a natural process of ‘appro-
priation.’ This encompasses both the material and the 
immaterial environment as expressed in the landscape, 
the biology of the different organisms, and – most 
relevant to our case – culture. Notably, when it comes 
to connecting utopianism with the cultural paradigm 
of new media art, we should not focus merely on the 
lack of a physical space (as articulated, for instance, 

through cyberspace); rather, we should address the 
juxtaposition of “topos” with a potentially ‘empty’ no-
tion of “space.” The transcendence of space in a ‘digi-
tal utopia’ absolutely necessitates the existence of a 

‘topos.’ In a similar way to the one that Marx sees capi-
talism as a stage towards a superior system of produc-
tion (communism), 6 the construction of a ‘topos’ is a 
prerequisite for the flourishing of utopianism. 

‘Red Art’ can be understood as a tool for the creation 
of such ‘topoi.’ The lesson that new media artists 
can learn from the political osmoses catalyzed by 
the economic crisis is that, in order to be effective, 
cyberspace should become part of a strategy that 
combines physical and online spaces, practically and 
conceptually, whilst taking into account the individual 
traits of both. The necessity expressed through this 
combination constitutes (at least partly) a departure 
from the developing discourses around the ‘Internet 
of Things’ or the ‘Internet of Places.’ 7 Alternatively, or 
additionally, what is proposed here is the formulation 
of an ‘Internet of Praxis’ (including, of course, artistic 
praxis). This approach is vividly reflected in several of 
the projects examined in this publication, as well as in 
the theoretical frameworks that are outlined. 

Digital art is today in a position to capitalize on the 
participatory potentialities that have been revealed 
by the socio-political events that defined the early 
2010s. The reconceptualization of cyberspace as a 
‘cybertopos’ is a constituent part of this new ground 
on which people are called to stand and build. Accord-
ingly, the emergence of a culture of ‘post-net partici-
pation’ in which digital media transcend physical space 
by consolidating it (instead of ‘merely’ augmenting 
it), may allow us to explore “concrete utopias” 8 to a 
greater extent than ever before in recent times. It is by 
actively pursuing this objective that we would expect 
to change the rules of the game. Artists are often the 
first to try.

Bill Balaskas 
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What is Red Art? Or rather: what could Red Art be 
in today’s post-communist, post-utopian world, a 
world shaken by conflicts engendered by contrary 
beliefs and ideologies which have little to do with 
communism? A world in which countries and socie-
ties are disrupted by territorial disputes, and by bloody 
fights about questions of religious identity, national 
identity, and ideology? Where communism has been 
overrun by capitalism with rare exception; where the 
European left movement is weak. Where the post-
industrial era has produced an economic reality that is 
orders of magnitude more complex, transnational and 
therefore more difficult to control or change, than his-
tory has ever seen. In this situation, can there (still) be 
art that deals with ideas of communism constructively, 
or does contemporary art look at communist ideals 
only with nostalgia? 

And let’s be clear: is art that simply speaks out against 
capitalism, globalisation and neo-liberalism from a 
leftist position – is this kind of art ‘red’ per se? Do we 
expect Red Art to be ‘red’ in content, for instance, in 
directly addressing topics such as class struggle, the 
negatives of capitalism and a new neo-liberal world 
order? And if it does, is it enough to be descriptive 
or do we want art to be more than that, i.e., provok-
ing, forward-thinking or even militant? In 1970, Jean-
Luc Godard drafted a 39-point manifesto Que faire? 
What is to be done? that contrasted the antagonistic 
practices of making political films and making films 

‘politically.’ It called unequivocally for art that actively 
takes up the position of the proletarian class and that 

Suggestions for Art That 
Could Be Called Red

aims for nothing less than the transformation of the 
world. With his legacy, what kind of objectives do we 
request from Red Art? Do we really still think that art 
can change the world or is that another idea from the 
past that has been overwritten by something that we 
like to call reality? Can art that is for the most part 
commercialised and produced in a capitalist art mar-
ket be ‘red’ at all, or does it have to reject the system 
established by galleries, fairs and museums in order to 
be truly ‘red’?

Decades ago, when artists started to use new media 
such as video and the computer, their works were 
‘new’ in the way they were produced and distributed, 
and changed the relationship between artists and their 
collaborators as well as between the artworks and 
their audiences and ‘users’ respectively. Most of this 
new-media-based art circulated outside the ordinary 
market and found other distribution channels. The 
majority of works were inspired by a quest for the 

‘new’ and consistently broke with old aesthetic prin-
ciples and functions. Much of it was also driven by a 
search for the ‘better,’ by overthrowing old hierarchies 
and introducing a more liberal and inclusive concept 
of the world, based on self-determination and active 
participation. Last but not least the emergence of the 
Internet brought us a fertile time for new and revisited 
utopias and artistic experiments dealing with collabo-
ration, distribution of knowledge, shared authorship, 
and appropriation of technologies. Today we know 
that neither the Internet nor any other new technol-
ogy has saved us, but that the hopes for a more demo-

cratic world and alternative economies sparked by it 
have come true, if only to a minor degree.

So how do artists respond to this post-communist, 
post-utopian condition? What can be discussed as 
Red Art in the recent past and present? In this issue of 
Leonardo we have gathered some answers to these 
questions in the form of papers, essays and artworks, 
the latter produced especially for this purpose. Bring-
ing together and editing this issue was challenging 
because we decided from the start to keep the call 
for contributions as open as possible and to not pre-
define too much. We were interested in what kind of 
responses our call would produce at a moment when 
the world is occupied with other, seemingly hotter 
topics, and it is fascinating to note that the resulting 
edition quite naturally spans decades of art produc-
tion and the respective ‘new’ technologies as they 
related to ideas of social equality and empowerment 

– from video art to net art to bio art. This issue shows 
that the search for alternative ideas and perspectives, 
and an adherence to leftist ideals is neither futile nor 
simply nostalgic. But that this search is ever more 
relevant, particularly at a time when European politics 
is seemingly consolidating and wars around the world 
are establishing new regimes of social and economic 
inequality.

Susanne Jaschko
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The divide between the art shown in major muse-
ums and art fairs and that associated with the new 
media scene has been deep and durable. Many crit-
ics have puzzled over it, particularly because there is 
much that the two realms share, including the desire 
to put people into unusual social situations. 1 Yet 
some of the reasons for the divide are plain enough, 
and they are about money, power and social distinc-
tion. The economic divide is across competing models 
of capitalist activity: the exclusive ownership of ob-
jects set against the release of reproducible symbols 
into networks with the ambition that they achieve 
maximum speed and ubiquity of circulation. The social 
divide is between a conservative club of super-rich 
collectors and patrons, and their attendant advisors, 
who buy their way into what they like to think of as a 
sophisticated cultural scene (Duchamp Land), against 
a realm which is closer to the mundane and more 
evidently compromised world of technological tools 
(Turing Land). 2 Power relations are where the divide 
appears starkest: in one world, special individuals 
known as artists make exceptional objects or events 
with clear boundaries that distinguish them from run-
of-the-mill life; and through elite ownership and expert 
curation, these works are presented for the enlighten-
ment of the rest of us. In the new media world, some 

‘artists’ but also collectives and other shifting and 
anonymous producers offer up temporary creations 
onto a scene in which their works are open to copying, 
alteration and comment, and in which there is little 
possible control of context, frame or conversation. 

This description of the divide has been put in extreme 
terms for the sake of clarity, and there are a few 
instances of the split appearing to erode. 3 Yet its 
persistence remains one of the most striking features 
of the general fragmentation of the fast-growing 
and globalising art world. That persistence rests on 
solid material grounds, laid out by Marx: the clash of 
economic models is a clear case of the mode and rela-
tions of production coming into conflict, and is part 
of a much wider conflict over the legal, political and 
social aspects of digital culture, and its synthesis of 
production and reproduction. 4 Copyright is one arena 
where the clash is very clear. Think of the efforts of 
museums to control the circulation of images and to 
levy copyright charges, while at the same time sur-
rendering to the camera-phone as they abandon the 
attempt to forbid photography in their galleries.

So where is Red Art and the left in this scenario? 
Amidst the general gloom and lassitude that has beset 
much of the Left in Europe and the US, the develop-
ment of the digital realm stands out as an extraor-
dinary gain. It allows for the direct communication, 
without the intermediary of newspapers and TV, of 
masses of people globally – who turn out to be more 
egalitarian, more environmentally concerned and 
more seditious than the elite had bargained for. Alex-
ander Cockburn, with his long career in activism and 
journalism, remarks:

Thirty years ago, to find out what was happening 
in Gaza, you would have to have had a decent 
short-wave radio, a fax machine, or access to 
those great newsstands in Times Square and 
North Hollywood that carried the world’s press. 
Not anymore. We can get a news story from […] 
Gaza or Ramallah or Oaxaca or Vidarbha and 
have it out to a world audience in a matter of 
hours. 5

It is hard to ban social media, it has been claimed, be-
cause it entwines video fads, kittens and politics (and 
banning kittens looks bad). So the insight attributed 
by some to Lenin – that capitalists will sell us the rope 
with which to hang them – is still relevant. 6
In an era in which the political and artistic avant-
gardes have faded, the affiliation of the art world 
that is founded upon the sale and display of rare and 
unique objects made by a few exceptional individuals 

– in which high prices are driven by monopoly rent ef-
fects – tends to be with the conspicuous consumption 
of the state and the super-rich. 7 Here, the slightest 
taint of the common desktop environment is enough 
to kill aesthetic feeling. The affiliation of at least some 
of new media art is rather to the kitsch, the populist, 
and to the egalitarian circulation of images and words, 
along with discourse and interaction. New media art-
ists who push those attachments work against some 
of the deepest seated elements of the art world 
ethos: individualism, distinction, discreteness and 
preservation for posterity (and long-term investment 

value). It should be no surprise that they are frequent-
ly and without qualification denied the status of ‘artist.’

It is also clear why the death of leftist ideas in elite 
discourse does not hold in new media circles, where 
the revival of thinking about the Left, Marxism and 
Communism is very evident. 8 The borders of art are 
blurred by putting works to explicit political use (in 
violation of the Kantian imperative still policed in the 
mainstream art world). 9 Very large numbers of peo-
ple are continually making cultural interventions online, 
and value lies not in any particular exceptional work 
but in the massive flow of interaction and exchange. In 
that world, as it never could in a gallery, the thought 
may creep in that there is nothing special about any 
one of us. And this may lead to the greatest scandal 
of all: think of the statements that artists who deal 
with politics in the mainstream art world are obliged 
to make as their ticket of admission – ‘my art has no 
political effect.’ They have to say it, even when it is pa-
tently absurd; and they have to say it, even as the art 
world itself becomes more exposed to social media, 
and is ever less able to protect its exclusive domain 
and regulate the effects of its displays. So at base, the 
divide is economic, but at the level of what causes the 
repulsion from digital art – that puts collectors and 
critics to flight – it is deeply and incontrovertibly politi-
cal. 10 They run headlong from the red.

Julian Stallabrass 

Why Digital Art is Red
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NEW MEDIA ART AS NEW MEDIA CREATIVITY?

New Media Art is today a very extended and com-
plex notion that includes those art practices that 
make use of emergent technologies that explore 
the cultural and aesthetic possibilities of such tech-
nologies. 6 More specifically, Mark Tribe and Reena 
Jana situate these practices at the intersection of the 
notions of ‘Art and Technology’ (which refers to elec-
tronic art, robotics or genetics) and ‘Media Art’ (which 
includes media which was not new in the 90’s such as 
video or TV). 7 In this regard, new media art practices 
evolved from individual curiosity and avant-garde ex-
perimentation to overcome established conceptions 
of visual arts and markets in every moment. 8
A well-known example of this is net.art, which 
emerged two decades ago as an autonomous space 
for art, challenging the very conditions of contem-
porary art and its pervading institutionalization. This 
position, reinforced by the natural features of the 
works and their technological base, was claimed in the 
different manifestos written by artists 9 and largely 
discussed within the communities during the second 
half of the nineties. New Media Art and net.art were 
then conceived as a democratic, fully accessible art, 
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A B S T R A C T

Despite today’s ruling of neoliberal capitalism, New Media Art could be re-
garded as a place of resistance, where radical ideologies such as commu-
nist utopias and other social discourses are able to proliferate and spread 
through social connectivity. 1 By looking into this apparent contradiction, 
we find that whereas New Media Art-work discourses are full of passion, 
self-realization, freedom, creativity, anti-capitalist values, etc., their mate-
rial conditions of production are remarkably complex and operate on self-
disciplinarity, flexibility, precarity, 2 3 and ‘lottery economy’ work. 4 Moreover, 
the neoliberal regulation of ‘mainstream and acceptable’ art as well as 
the creative aesthetic processes as potential economic sources of income 
has also extended these conditions to most new media creative practices, 
which exist as separated from the mainstream art world. 5

This paper endeavors to capture a detailed view of the previous as-
sumption, based on the analysis of some examples and posing these mate-
rial conditions side by side with the discourses of creative work, which rely 
almost solely on old romantic notions of creativity evoking the rewards 
of such work and yet, the relinquishments -in terms of stable work condi-
tions- to be also made as a counterpart of creative grace. The research we 
present focuses on initiatives which mediate between creators and indus-
try, specifically comparing the cases of the Talent Factory and Disonancias, 
both based in the Spanish territory.

by

Ruth Pagès &
Gemma San Cornel io

which also was usually devised as activist and went 
against neo-liberal discourses surrounding mainstream 
contemporary art.

The fact is that despite these fights against the institu-
tion, 10 New Media Art is still currently resisting ‘in the 
margins,’ but with limited impact and resonance when 
compared to traditional art. 11 In this regard, although 

New Media Art has contributed to the transformation 
of the mainstream ‘Art World’ 12 (and consequently 
the definition of art work and contents) its modest 
acceptance has carried with it a whole array of obliga-
tions and relinquishments that New Media Art had to 
comply with in order to achieve the institutionalization 
of previously antagonistic aesthetic models. Amongst 
New Media Art voices who highlighted the risks of 
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Another well-known concept is that of the Creative 
Class. For Richard Florida, the centrality of creativity 
in the economy has resulted in a change of the class 
system -enabling the emergence of the new so-called 
‘creative class,’ which represents 30% of the power 
of American labor, and which includes scientists, en-
gineers, architects, academics, artists, musicians and 
also of a business and finance professional elite. 19 
For Florida, all these professionals are conceived as a 
whole (a class), and depicted as wealthy and influen-
tial. But in contrast to Florida’s blissful picture, some 
other authors have pointed to existing less pleasurable 
conditions. 20 21 22 According to them, workers are 
becoming integrated in an increasing temporary labor 
order characterized by flexibility, mobility, freelance 
work or multiple jobs and in many cases, precarity. 
This is a risk-tolerant style that rewards the initiative in 
a kind of lottery format, where the seduction of pos-
sible astronomical profits puts security aside. 23
The International Labour Organization’s (ILO) defini-
tion of precarious employment, as quoted by Linda 
McDowell and Susan Christopherson, is a “work rela-
tion where employment security, which is considered 
one of the principal elements of the labor contract, is 
lacking.” 24 We should bear in mind here that what is 
sometimes referred to as flexibility -which may have a 
rosier and well regarded purport- implies at the same 
time a greater lack of security. Close to precarious 
employment, the notion of ‘precarity’ is specifically 
used by the Marxist autonomist intellectuals as Anto-
nio Negri, Michael Hardt, Paolo Virno, Franco Beradi 
and Maurizio Lazzarato. As Rosalind Gill and Andy 
Pratt explain, the notion of ‘precarity’ used by the au-
tonomists has a double signification: it points not only 
to its oppressive characteristics but also to its possibly 
liberating potentials showing the capacity to develop 
new subjectivities, new socialities and new kinds of 
politics. 25 

From the perspective of creative industries and the 
creative class, many similarities can be found between 
the working conditions of new media artists and 
other jobs in the digital economy. Moreover, there is a 
contradiction between the conceptualization of such 
jobs and their actual working conditions, the former 
being promising and the latter precarious. Flexibility 
is valued as part of a ‘postmodern work ethic’ having 
both an individualized and a collective acceptance of 
risk. 26 For Gina Neff et al, this individualism seems to 
point to a general shift, and not merely a reflection of 
work in rapidly changing industries or libertarian val-
ues of the cyber-culture. Despite their aura of hipness, 
the labor relations within cultural production provide 
global capital with a model for destabilizing work and 
denigrating workers’ quality of life. 27
Finally, these conceptualizations have opened the 
space for a line of collaboration between artists and 
industries developing new roles for the artist in the 
society, which will be analyzed in greater depth in the 
next pages.

CREATIVITY AND INNOVATION, EVOKING ROMANTIC 

NOTIONS

As far as Romanticism may come across from New 
Media art, we hope to show here how old romantic 
concepts specially related to creativity are still operat-
ing in present-day discourses. We will see this in detail 
in our case studies, but first let us point to the perti-
nence of drawing on Romanticism when talking about 
Marxism in art: As contradictory as it may initially 
seem, Romanticism had its own ideal of revolution, 
which Abrams summarized in six characteristics: 1) 
cleansing explosion of destruction that would recon-
stitute the then existing political, social, and moral 
order; 2) a shift from the present era of suffering to an 
era of peace and justice; 3) it will be led by a militant 

legitimation, some members of the early net.art move-
ment clearly identified such recognition from the art 
system as a peril pointing to cooption, decay or –as 
Sara Cook and Vuk Cosic coined- ‘museumification.’ 13
The contradictions regarding the institutional position 
of New Media Art are also present in the theoretical 
formulations of it, which have been –sometimes artifi-
cially- made apart from the contemporary art forums. 
In this regard, despite that there is a clear connection 
between Contemporary and Digital Art, few scholars 
have explored the points of intersection between them 
as Edward Shanken and other authors assert. 14 

Nevertheless, New Media Art can also be analyzed from 
the standpoint of theoretical new media discourses, 
which were moving in the same direction as artistic 
practices: New Media were thought of as media able to 
liberate audiences from traditional media companies 
and allow the possibility for media creative production 
and self-expression. . In this regard, we find some nu-
ances of the utopias projected in technologies, particu-
larly Internet and social media, as something that could 
unshackle us from the mass media evoked by big com-
panies and institutions that dominated the previous me-
dia paradigm. According to some authors 15 new media 
facilitate users and non- professionals access to cultural 
production, allowing for self-produced and collabora-
tive projects, such as wikipedia. This ‘liberating’ poten-
tial has allowed for theorization of empowered users, 
alternatively named as prosumers, viewsers, and more 
frequently co-creators. All these definitions suggest 
and open up a line of collaboration and participation 
(explicitly or implicitly) between users and industries, 
which sometimes becomes an easy way for companies 
to appropriate of user generated content. 16
Finally, both digital art and new media discourses could 
be analyzed from the perspective of creative industries. 
John Hartley defines the idea of creative industries 

as “The conceptual and practical convergence of the 
creative arts (individual talent) with the cultural indus-
tries (mass scale).” 17 Thus, according to Hartley, the 
main feature of the creative industries will be to join 
two originally separate worlds, that is to say, the Fine 
Arts (traditionally based on individual talent) and the 
cultural industries (characterized by the mode of in-
dustrial production and mass scale). In this framework 
the consideration of the ‘artist’ as someone exclusively 
related to art production in the traditional sense –re-
lated to galleries and art institutions- is increasingly be-
coming more unusual, especially because the working 
conditions of artists bring about the need to undertake 
different jobs, including both their own art production 
and commercial assignments or teaching jobs. This 
condition, which is not absolutely new, is related to 
the number of graduates in art and design programs 
(and therefore potential artists) and facilitates the con-
ceptual dissolution of the notion of art into the more 
generic idea of creativity, which in turn has substantial 
ideological implications, as the creative industries poli-
cies demonstrate.

THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES CONCEPT

The origin of the creative industries’ concept is usually 
related to the UK policies of the 90’s and its Depart-
ment of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). Its first 
mapping document on the creative industries stated 
that they should be treated like any other industry 
ruled by a business model. While recognizing that 
some institutions and people would still need public 
support to produce their work, this was regarded as 
an investment with its corresponding monetary return 
rather than as an altruistic subsidy given to some de-
pendent artists. 18 The strategy was to end with the 

“something for nothing” policy. If money was to be in-
vested in the arts, then they ought to do something in 
return, even if it was a function of social cohesiveness. 
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elite; 4) it will spread everywhere to all mankind; 5) it 
is inevitable, which makes for the ineluctable triumph 
of total justice, community, and happiness on earth. 28 
Within these characteristics, we can easily pinpoint 
two interesting assumptions: on the one hand, that 
of an expected future utopia, and, on the other and 
even more important for our explanations, the role of 
a leading elite for liberation. Keeping this revolutionary 
concept in mind, we now turn to the implications of 
the concepts of creativity and innovation, which also 
have their ties to Romantic ideals.

Mark Runco defines creativity as involving originality 
(novelty, uniqueness) and at the same time, effective-
ness and it is also associated with the non-convention-
al or open-minded personality. 29 But, since it involves 
originality, the very concept of creativity means “build-
ing or producing something from nothing”. According 
to Margaret Boden, this reinforces the mystery often 
surrounding creativity and it is not surprising then that 
the paradox of creation is explained in terms of divine 
inspiration or romantic intuition. 30 However, the 
ideal of the romantic genius -brilliant yet mysterious- 
is usually tied to the suggestion that creativity implies 
a high price to be paid, sometimes even leading to 
self-destruction. The so-called ‘Faustic pact’ would 
reinforce the common belief that creativity involves 
risk and resignations, 31 as Robert J. Sternberg, Linda 
A. O’Hara and Todd I. Lubart point out. 32
Not surprisingly, if we leave behind these old romantic 
concepts of creativity and turn to concepts of innova-
tion within the economic arena, we can see how ideas 
of destruction and risk also surface. On the one hand, 
Joseph Schumpeter in 1950 described the process 
of innovation taking place in a market economy by 
means of new businesses and products destroying 
older ones. His theory of this process of ‘creative de-
struction’ is well known and is thought to be an essen-
tial part of capitalism. On the other hand, Sternberg, 

O’Hara and Lubart propose their “theory of creativity 
as an investment” where creative people would act as 
good investors do, that is to say; buying low and sell-
ing high, yet these activities would occur in the realm 
of ideas and not in the stock market. So the process 
would be to generate ideas, which, like shares, are rel-
atively cheap, unpopular or even openly scorned in the 
beginning. Then the creative ‘investor’ would attempt 
to convince others of the value of those ideas, thus 
being able to finally sell them high. Yet, as it is evident, 
this also implies a high risk of failure. The creative per-
son is then acting under the dangerous conditions of a 
broker or an entrepreneur. 33
Again, these ideas of the inevitable paying of fees, pos-
sible destruction and risky investments are worth not-
ing, since they will again resurface when we talk about 
the working conditions of such creative endeavors.

NEW RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN ARTISTS AND 

INDUSTRIES

Resulting from the complex panorama of creative 
industries, creativity and innovation, there is a real at-
tempt to introduce artists in the context of industries, 
whether they are creative industries, or other ones. 
This is not completely new since there are some exist-
ing models of collaboration, of which the Experiments 
of Art and Technology in 1966 was a pioneer for pro-
moting contacts between artists and engineers.  In 
short, we could say that there is the Media Lab model, 
where artists are selected for a residence program 
with the aim of developing a media research project. 
This is a well-established system, and such programs 
are characterized by a short-term approach, and are 
generally funded by cultural institutions. Then there is 
another model of collaboration which takes place in 
scientific institutes and University laboratories and is 
materialized in research projects funded by scientific 

and research institutions. In this framework, artists 
are considered as researchers and consequently the 
period of collaboration is conditioned by the duration 
of the project. And finally, there is an emerging model 
that is characterized by the mediation between com-
panies and independent creators, most notably artists. 
The difference between this model and the previous 
two is that this one emerges at the crossroads of 
the policies of innovation and creative industries and 
consequently has been conceptualized in such a way 
that the role of artists is to execute an intervention 
in a particular project or company. These mediation 
projects then try to connect two apparently distant 
worlds, that of the ‘artists’ –and creators in general- 
world and the industrial world. That distance between 
both worlds is the reason why such a mediation role 
is justified.

After an initial observation amongst the different pro-
grams mediating between industries and creators, we 
distinguished an emergent model with different varia-
tions: collaboration could take place in a laboratory or 
a company, and it could be oriented to a product or to 
a creative process. In some cases, the strategy was to 
select artists to work in a particular industrial project 
as part of a team in a specific company where the 
artist was expected to add innovation and creativity 
to the process. In other cases, the aim was to select 
talented creators to work in a company’s laboratories 
on a project provided by the creator, whose product – 
a demo – would be preferably sold to the companies 
that collaborated with the program in order for it to 
be produced. Within this model, we followed in recent 
years two concrete initiatives in the Spanish context, 
Digitalent (with its Talent Factory) and Disonancias. 
Both are similar projects and self-defined as ‘media-
tors’ between artists and industries that have had dif-
ferent trajectories that illustrate quite well the ideas 
of creativity and innovation and their consequences in 
terms of labor and working conditions. 

On the one hand, Fundació Digitalent 34 is a founda-
tion which was created in 2007 with the purpose of 
bringing creators and industries closer and at the 
same time fostering innovation and reinforcing the lo-
calization of production. In their own words, their aim 
is: “to detect latent and incipient talent and to encour-
age the digital culture by bringing this digital talent to 
the industry and the circuits of cultural dissemination. 
This is done through fomenting the exhaustive use of 
information technology and new media.” 35 Within 
the different projects that this foundation embraces, 
the Talent Factory initiative materializes and shapes 
the previously defined objective in this current col-
laboration between creators –or ‘talents,’ as they have 
labeled them- and (media) industries. 

On the other hand, Disonancias 36 is a program 
promoted by the private company Grupo Xavide in 
association with some partners, which are usually lo-
cal governments. Disonancias aims to connect artists 
(in the broad sense of the term) and units of R&D in 
corporations or technology centers, with the aim of 
promoting innovation. The first edition of Disonancias 
took place in 2005, under the name Divergentes and 
consisted of international artists’ residences in busi-
ness and technology centers. Thus, this first version 
had a highly artistic profile that was eliminated in 
the subsequent editions, and now artists are clearly 
advised not to develop an autonomous project of art 
creation, but to work around the industry’s particular 
demands. In 2010, the project finalized with this title 
and evolved to the current project Conexiones im-
probables fostered by some of the people involved in 
the previous one, in a form of a consultancy company. 
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THE CONDITIONS FOR COLLABORATION

Although both projects work in a similar way as far as 
the conditions of collaboration are concerned, each 
one has its own peculiarities. In the case of the Tal-
ent Factory, there was a call for projects addressed 
to creators in the first editions so that projects and 

‘talents’ could be chosen and collaboration could begin. 
The period of collaboration was three months initially, 
but it was further extended. The ‘talents’ selected 
were expected to work regularly in Digitalent facilities 
and attend several meetings during the process in an 
unsystematized way. Regarding Disonancias, and cur-
rently Conexiones improbables, there is a call for com-
panies, expressing their needs and then there is call 
for artists (proposing solutions/projects for the com-
panies). Regarding the duration, this is a nine-month 
alliance at the beginning of which there are some joint 
meetings where all projects, artists and companies 
come together with the intention to get to know each 
other and to learn useful methodologies. 

In terms of contracts and exploitation rights, every 
contractual relationship for the Talent Factory is 
unique and the Factory owns the exclusive right to 
sell the project on behalf of the ‘talent’ for a period of 
a year after a model/demo has been produced. The 
prospective buyer of the idea/project takes on board 
any further expenses of the project. After the first 
year deal, the ‘talent’ gets his/her right back to com-
mercialize the project. In any case, the Foundation 
would obtain 5% of the revenues of the Project for an 
unlimited time. The artists will be paid €12,000 (fees 
for their work). As far as economic conditions are con-
cerned, in the case of Disonancias, each artist or artist 
group selected will receive a sum of 10,000 - 12,000 
euros to cover the fees for the work carried out, travel 
expenses, lodging and subsistence allowance, and 
some economic compensation for the exploitation 
rights granted. The exploitation rights foresee four op-
tions, among which the companies can choose before 
the collaboration begins. 37

THE CONCEPTS BEHIND THE COLLABORATION

Regarding the conceptual aspects of the collabora-
tion, talent is envisaged by Fundació Digitalent as a 
feature which can be attached to people that in some 
cases can be defined as ‘outsiders’ or, at the very least, 
bohemians or nerds. This is also clearly related to the 
traditional role of the artist and, in fact, the foundation 
is seeking preferably artists as their ‘talents.’ In their 
view, talent is not a synonym of knowledge, but a syn-
onym of skills and abilities to shape ideas. Therefore, it 
is not necessarily related to curriculum or education 
but rather to innate capabilities or gifts. It may come 
from different areas so it must be molded in order to 
meet the interests of digital industries. Furthermore, 
creativity in the Factory is seen as a changing process, 
not just an attitude. On the one hand, they search 
creators beyond artistic purposes; however, artists are 
one of their main targets. In the same way, they do not 
look for ‘free creativity,’ but for a ‘participatory open 
environment’ where they can monitor the creative 
process: according to their directives, ideas should 
have the potential to be ‘enriched.’ Thus, they do not 
look for an artistic project which is too personally or 
individualistically defined by the artists’ strict requi-
sites or agenda. Rather, they seek a kind of broader 
and vaguer creativity which accepts being turned 
upside down, being contested and changed. The pre-
vious ideas fit with their conception of creativity as 
a changing and evolutionary process, not just an at-
titude. Consequently, the initial ideas of an artist could 
supposedly be out-of-the-box and non-profitable in 
the beginning but then could be converted into some-
thing profitable through the process. With this kind of 
initiatives, Digitalent implicitly assume the segregation 
of creation and production in a project, thus investing 
in funds for the creation (or pre-production process) 
in this case.

In the case of Disonancias, their discourse revolves 
around the notions of creativity and innovation. Within 
Disonancias, the artist is envisioned as a researcher. As 

the director of Disonancias stated: “The artist today 
is not the mythical bohemian of art literature. Today, 
many of the artists who participate in Disonancias are 
a good example of this.”. This description is indeed so 
distant from the idea of the romantic genius or the 
eccentric artist that we have seen before. Yet, on the 
other hand, if we take into account the opinions of 
some of the participating companies, they see the cre-
ator as the person who ‘thinks out-of-the-box,’ ‘comes 
with an unconventional idea,’ or ‘breaks our frame 
of mind.’ And, after all, the name of the program is 
Disonancias, which means ‘disonance’ or ‘discord.’ 
This ambivalent conception of the artist can also be 
found in the case of Digitalent. As we can see, there 
prevailed the stereotypes of the artist as unstructured, 
uncommercial or not able to materialize ideas. This 
reinforces their fear that talent would be lost if it was 
not integrated into an industrial logic which could ef-
fectively extract the profitable project from the initial 
out-of-the-box idea.

A clear connection might be traced between ideas ex-
posed by Fundació Digitalent regarding creativity and 
the dimensions of creativity listed by Richard Florida 
in his work The Rise of the Creative Class, 38 known 
to have exercised a deep influence both on the indus-
try and government sectors. Florida mentions break-
ing accepted rules as a key element: “Creative work 
in fact is often downright subversive, since it disrupts 
existing patterns of thought and life.” 39 This sense of 
disruption and difference could be compared to the 
image of Fundació Digitalent’s banner in its webpage: 
a bunch of golf balls painted in black and humanized 
with eyes, cover the whole visual space, except for the 
discrepancy of a single red ball which really makes the 
difference amid all the other black ones. The banner 
text goes ‘Do you think you’re different?’ clearly point-
ing to that creative soul which so distinctly separates 
itself from the rest –in the most romantic way, we 
ought to add. On the other hand, Florida states, “al-

though creativity is often viewed as an individual 
phenomenon, it is an inescapably social process. It is 
frequently exercised in creative teams.” 40 Once more, 
this is a feature that both Digitalent and Disonancias 
want to exert by inserting the single creator within 
teams in their organizations. 

Finally, both projects accept the idea that creativ-
ity implies hard work; “Stimulating and glamorous 
as it may sometimes seem to be, creativity is in fact 
work.” 41 This idea permeates the whole ethic of cre-
ative work, as for instance, new media workers build 
personal websites to advertise their skills; or, invest in 
entrepreneurial projects in their own time that were 
useful in demonstrating their business and technical 
acumen. 42 This work (or that 90% of perspiration 
vs. 10% of inspiration, as the saying goes) relates to 
an ever present theme with Digitalent which is their 
already mentioned work of redirecting the creator, 
making him or her redefine themselves, and change 
and again reshape the project. Similarly, for Disonan-
cias, one of the key points in the mediator’s role is 
that of offering a useful methodology to convert their 
creativity in innovation. In this sense, there is an array 
of actions (like methodology audits by external consul-
tants), which eventually demonstrate the importance 
of methodology in order to convert the non-useful 
to the profitable. Again, this sounds familiar when we 
reconsider the original UK policies regarding creative 
industries which we have mentioned earlier.

CONCLUSIONS

Summarizing, we can see that the previous examples 
respond to the need for transformation of some 
Spanish industry sectors, and therefore, the perceived 
need for added value based on innovation. This cor-
responds to the starting point of most cases: the de-
tection of a lack in the industry which starts with the 
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‘problem-solving’ process through bringing together 
creators and industries by means of a mediator agent. 
The idea behind this is to capture creativity and ideas 
so as to put them to work within an industrial logic. 
This somehow reinforces two divergent concepts: 
on the one hand, talented individuals or creators are 
romantically seen as ‘outsiders.’ In some way it could 
be said that they are seen as having the seed of the 
solution for the problem of the industries. Yet, on the 
other hand, this is only the seed. So for this seed to 
evolve into a real problem-solver, it must be closely 
nurtured by a strongly directed process through which 
ideas are ‘enriched’ by the Factory and monitored in 
the case of Disonancias. This clearly brings to light a 
latent distrust regarding the ‘inertia’ of the creative 
process, which could go astray if left to itself. This 
correlates with short periods, non permanent kind of 
collaboration and a clear differentiation of the ‘creator’ 
and the ‘producer’ in the case of the Talent Factory. In 
this regard, it is worth noting that project-based work 
was previously limited to specific milieux (such as 
advertising, film production and operating rooms), but 
the development of the new media industry has made 
it more visible and elevated it as a general model that 
is also present in the mediation initiatives. 43
From a conceptual point of view, it could be stated 
that the Disonancias case, and more generally the 
projects of mediation and collaboration between art-
ists and industries, present ambivalent and contradic-
tory concepts of creativity. This is not a trivial point, 
mainly for two reasons: the first one is that the way 
these concepts are defined is very much related with 
the role that artists can play in our societies nowadays 
as crucial actors in innovation, something which is al-
ready happening in Europe with initiatives such as Cre-
ative Clash 44 and the second one is that these con-
ceptions influence the structural or labor conditions 
of the artistic or creative professions, and as many 
authors point out, not necessarily for their own good. 

These contradictory discourses seem to be far from 
being solved in the short-term, since the initiatives of 
mediation are quite new, but at the same time they 
have been very attractive as well as other co-creation 
initiatives for governments and policy makers in a con-
text of an economic crisis. We have only delved into 
the more conceptual aspects in this paper but it is to 
be seen how the results of such initiatives have a real 
impact on the economy, and more importantly if these 
experiences provide equal benefits for both parties 
involved; artists and industries.

For now, at least, it seems that such experiences re-
inforce a model of artist/creator that is also seen in 
other areas of New Media Art or creative industries: 
someone who due to their specific characteristics 
and training can offer a novel and different point of 
view free from the predictable industrial logic and yet 
someone who, by the same token, is only commit-
ted to a short, partial and fragile job. As Kate Oakley 
and Brooke Sperry conclude, this is someone who 
possesses high degrees of critical thinking, as well 
as communication skills and aesthetic understanding. 
And at the same time, someone who shows flexibility, 
adaptability, entrepreneurship, self-exploitation and 
tolerance of risk, 45 all of which are hallmark quali-
ties of precarious labor and the same for the artistic 
career. This has been called “an artistic mode of pro-
duction,” 46 and it can be seen as the consequence of 
using the cultural attributes of ‘cool’ in the service of 
increasing profits in postindustrial capitalism. In other 
words, this “industrialization of bohemia,” is reinforced 
by the positive self-image of workers in the new me-
dia and other creative sectors, 47 maybe unconscious-
ly fuelled by the romantic features of creativity, which 
are deep-seated in our culture.

Should we therefore conclude that such a model of 
creative worker, albeit its disregard for industrial logic 
and its opposing position is, in the end, the perfect 

exploited worker under the capitalist conditions of 
nowadays?

Marx posited alienation from the process and prod-
ucts of labor could be jokingly eluded by converting 
labor into art. This is eventually what Florida and other 
creative industries proponents seem to imply. As Imre 
Szeman says: “At its core, what is expressed in Flor-
ida’s book is a fantasy of labor under capitalism: the 
possibility within capitalism of work without exploita-
tion, of work as equivalent to play.” 48 If art takes the 
place of work, then this model of creator and artist 
could indeed take the place of the future worker. ■ 
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