
VITAL CITIES & VITAL CITIZENS

The cultural industries are among the fastest 

growing sectors of the economy. Moreover, 

arts and culture harbour important symbolic 

and social values for society at large. 

The value that is attributed to cultural 

products differs across countries and time. 

In recent decades, western societies have 

witnessed an erosion of the traditional 

boundaries between ‘highbrow’ and 

‘popular’ arts. Researchers at Erasmus, led 

by Professor Filip Vermeylen, are involved in 

cutting-edge research and teaching ranging 

from the high arts to popular culture and the 

heritage industries. They explore how culture 

is produced, mediated and experienced on a 

global scale, and how the art world shapes 

contemporary society in fundamental ways. 

Together they have started to question 

the extent to which new technology 

and globalisation are impacting the 

contemporary art market. 

 

Current research centres on the extent to 

which the internet serves as a game changer 

in the art world. A series of workshops and 

discussions have explored contemporary 

trends in digitisation in the art world and 

market of the twenty-first century and 

have focused on the visual arts as they 

are exhibited, discussed and traded online. 

Questions asked include: how and under 

what circumstances does the internet 

gives rise to new and democratic forms of 

art product consumption and knowledge 
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circulation, and how do the specific 

characteristics of the digital medium, 

the audiences and cultural contexts 

contribute to this novel phenomenon? 

Is elitism dead and is the rise of the art 

amateur imminent in the digital age? 

Are conventional business models of 

auction houses, galleries and art fairs 

redundant as the internet becomes a new 

broker for today’s artists? Will emerging 

markets become the new tastemakers on 

the global art stage? 

Are we seeing the dawn of a more de-

mocratic and transparent global art scene? 

If so, can this be accurately described as 

the new cultural commons?
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Results & next steps

The aim is to facilitate synergies between academia and the art world. Researchers Arora and 

Vermeylen set up an online course (MOOC) for practitioners and art aficionados worldwide. 

The website “The New Cultural Commons” functions as a portal and forum for these initiatives 

(https://thenewculturalcommons.wordpress.com/). The next step is the establishment of a 

new centre of excellence at Erasmus on art market studies in the digital age. 

“Researchers at Erasmus, led by Professor Filip Vermeylen, are involved in cutting-edge 
research from the high arts to popular culture and the heritage industries looking at the 
extent to which the internet serves as a game changer in the art world. This world-leading 
research is also of practical use for public art institutions in the quest to be more open to the 
public and more economically viable.”

Impact

These researchers have the ambition to incorporate interdisciplinary research and people 

from the fields of art history, communication and media, anthropology, cultural economics, 

and sociology of the arts into a research centre which will not only be theoretically relevant, 

but also of practical use for public art institutions under tremendous pressure to be less 

exclusive and more economically viable. Vermeylen and others associated with this initiative 

already collaborate with art market actors such as Christie’s (London and Amsterdam) and the 

Rotterdam Arts & Sciences Lab (www.RASL.nu). 
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