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If the dominating social media framework puts the informal and mainstream above the hier-
archical and elitaristic, how can artists respond to the demands of compulsive user-generated 
content? Artists are adjusting themselves to a contemporary culture which glorifies creativity 
and blurs the line between artist and skilful artisan. Do they produce their oeuvre at the same 
time as their online identities? Is there still a division between private and public and how do 
these two fields merge in the process of creating a coherent and successful persona? 

In search of answers to these questions, the aim of this paper is to analyse various approaches 
to these contemporary challenges that both the artworld and academia face. The challenges 
are caused by the dominating so-called “attention economy” that originates from social media 
but may bring quite real profits. The currency of this economy is popularity and attention 
expressed by “likes” or by the number of followers. On the other side of the coin there are hat-
ers who also sometimes paradoxically attract attention to a particular event or an individual. 
So, an artist has no choice but to find a way to cope, either being involved in creating her social 
media avatar and merging her private life with it (plugged in), or cutting herself off from the 
online world (unplugged). This ambivalence is particularly present in the attitude of the younger 
generation of artists who debuted in the post-internet world where social media draws lines. 
This leads to various approaches, such as: the slightly melancholic rebellion of the youngest 
generation of graduates (Adrian Kolarczyk, Iwona Ogrodzka); producing oneself as an ava-
tar (Casey Jane Ellison); going off the grid (Honorata Martin); creating an alternative to the 
academic framework by being a self-designed expert (The Blogcademy™); or inhabiting the 
existing social media culture (Amalia Ulman). There are also radical attitudes, like the one by 
Jennifer Lyn Morone™ Inc, an artist who turned her identity into a company with shareholders. 

How then can an artist be successful if the necessity for lifelong learning puts her always in 
an unprivileged position? Some efforts never bring any success and the artist never progresses 
past the status of novice, or beginner. If viewers’ attention is a currency and the network-re-
lated heterarchy is a challenge to the existing knowledge industries, how can we also relate to 
the issue from the perspective of art education? And last but not least, how can an artist value 
herself in an age of compulsory creativity, need for growth, and innovation (or at least adver-
tising themselves so) and find herself a place under these precarious conditions? We have to 
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remember that this precariousness affects not only the cultural/creative industry, but also the 
business and cultural sectors.

In consequence, if culture, as Lawrence Lessig (2008) once predicted, followed the R/W (Read/
Write) open model, instead of the R/O (Read-Only) model, what would happen to the existing 
academic hierarchy? Nowadays “we [are] the media”, as Dan Gilmor (2006) stated in his book. 
There is a short distance from grassroots activities to so-called lifehacking and going met-
aphorically or literally off the grid. This informal turn is visible and has a growing impact on 
the culture as a whole, including knowledge industries and the artworld. Therefore, the grow-
ing importance of so-called “off-the-grid” activism and the plethora of self-designed experts 
may change the proportions within the field of knowledge distribution. As Boris Groys (2008) 
noted, self-design is a key issue these days, especially in the era of the attention economy. 
Apparently, the traditional model needs to be redefined and verified, as nowadays there is no 
centralised knowledge, but rather fragments to navigate between. If there are experts beyond 
academia (in general, in humanities) and the mainstream culture rejects hierarchies, what hap-
pens to the artworld?

Plugged into the very system 
Some artists play with the self-branding compulsion, creating their online identities (be it avatars, 
although the avatar is not always distinguishable from the actual persona of its creator) in order 
to achieve post-authenticity. This is the case with Amalia Ulman who in her Excellences and Per
fections (2014) series uses her Instagram account to create a simulacrum. Seemingly confessional 
and highly aestheticised, Ulman’s visual narration leaves the viewer with a feeling of confusion. In 
producing her apparently fake private stories she gains quite real social capital stemming from 
her popularity among her followers. With this example we can see that in a simulation of insta-
grammed life, the boundary between real and altered (by default smartphone filters) is blurred. 

A vast group of artists who are often labelled as post-internet plays with self-presentation and 
uses the language of home video, like, for example, Petra Cortright. The confessional attitude 
seems to be particularly credible when it is taken by young and attractive women. The viewers 
are involved in the slightly voyeuristic game of selling privacy (it is less important if real or simu-
lated) by sharing privacy. At the same time, artists somehow “keep up with the Joneses” (which 
are the currently popular ceWEBrities). A seemingly confessional attitude and home video aes-
thetics are also visible in the recent example of a YouTube video Studentka ASP przeprasza 
[Art Academy Student Apologizes] (2015) by a Polish art academy student, Iwona Ogrodzka. In 
her video she addresses her family, her hometown community, society (particularly tax payers) 
and the authorities, apologising for studying painting as something that is counterproductive 
from which no one will benefit. Her seemingly sincere attitude reveals an overtone of hidden 
irony when in her last words she makes an apology addressed to Oskar Dawicki, who had apol-
ogized to gallery workers and the audience in his video I’m sorry (2007). However, her speech has 
a deep connection with the technocratic outlook that dominates the current knowledge indus-
try not only in Poland, but all over the world, particularly since the economic crisis. The young 
generation of artists or even art academy graduates seems to be responding to this post-cri-
sis condition and the critique of arts and humanities that follows. 

In June 2015 there was a BA degree show by Adrian Kolarczyk, a student of the Intermedia 
Department of the Faculty of Multimedia Communication at the University of Arts in Poznań. 
This degree show, taking place in the Kolektyw 1a gallery in Poznań, was simultaneously a pro-
fessional exam, letting the young talent start his professional practice as a welder. Therefore, 
Kolarczyk’s artwork was actually a process of welding that took place in the institutional frame-
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Adrian Kolarczyk, 311g (2015), action and objects, photo: Maciej Urbanowski
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work of a gallery. His work had a double meaning, being graded at the same time by teachers 
from the school of welding and professors from the University of Arts. However, both groups of 
examiners applied different criteria to the same body of work. The young artist’s decision to 
transform his BA in fine arts into something more practical seemed to be well-considered and 
at the same time challenging to the educational system within which he found himself. The 
pragmatic notion that studying art makes no profit and no sense is quite common in main-
stream society, particularly when there are indeed many artists who cannot make for a living 
from their art. 

The issue of precariousness in the community of artists and creative workers who struggle 
with difficulties of healthcare and social systems was the main topic of the recently published 
Czarna Księga Polskich Artystów [The Black Book of Polish Artists] (2015). This anthology of 
texts, ranging from theoretical analysis to activists’ manifestos, sums up several years of effort 
that resulted in the constitution of Obywatelskie Forum Sztuki Współczesnej [Citizen’s Forum 
of Contemporary Art]. As we know, the neoliberal notion states that if someone (be it an art-
ist) is not successful it must be her fault. This is due to the aporia (inner contradiction) of art’s 
ethos that requires much sacrifice from an artist and assigns a high symbolic value to art when 
an artist is poor and her work is non-profitable, as Hans Abbing (2015) explains. It means that 
this aporia has to lead to some kind of dualistic thinking. That’s why Adrian Kolarczyk’s pro-
ject seems to be so subversive in its dualism because it is simultaneously challenging the two 
separate orders of the academic world, where degrees matter but are often worthless beyond 
academia, and the order of practicality, gaining real skills, and making a living through hard 
work. By joining these two orders together like two rectangles of metal, Kolarczyk makes us 
ask ourselves questions about symbolic values and practical work. At the same time he ques-
tions the notion of an artisan and the process of education as a logical way towards gaining 
something valuable, not only for the artist but also for society. This is also why the provoca-
tive apologies given by Iwona Ogrodzka sound so interesting, because she subverts the argu-
mentation used by technocrats and those who think (and explicitly say) that art and culture 
are a waste of time and money. However what if an artist challenges the system and pushes 
her precariousness to the limits?

Unplugged – Going Off the Grid
Honorata Martin and her project Zadomowienie [Make Yourself at Home] (2015) not only exper-
imented with living off the grid but also caused a tsunami of hate on the internet, during and 
after her residence in the sculpture park in Warsaw. The artist’s residence lasted for about two 
weeks, during which Martin camped and squatted in the local park, just as a homeless person 
or someone choosing to live the life of a traveller. The only difference was that her camp wasn’t 
in any way illegal as there was an institutional umbrella over her presence in the public space. 
In this work we might notice many analogies to, for example, the works of Krzysztof Wodiczko 
constructing his vehicles for homeless people, or one of the extreme performances by Tehch-
ing Hsieh, who was homeless for a year. But there is also a similarity to a homeless woman that 
used to live in Poznań in a place that Alastair Bonnett (2014) would probably identify as “off the 
map” – on a lawn between tram lines – and finally was sent back to her hometown of Gdańsk. 
Both situations resulted in an outpouring of hate on the internet. The homeless woman from 
Poznań was bullied for making a mess in a public space and refusing help from social care insti-
tutions. The artist living the life of a homeless or a nomad was bullied for making a mess in a 
public space with the support of an institution, the main argument being the wasting of public 
funds. However, the precarious condition and the fine line between living as normal and being 
on the other side was also an issue raised by Gregory Sholette (2015), one of the authors of the 
essays included in the aforementioned the Black Book anthology. 
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Sometimes searching for the off-the-grid model results in an unexpected success like the case 
of George Maciunas, who bought a warehouse on 80 Wooster St. in New York, which let art-
ists, until then squatting illegally in the industrial neighbourhood, establish a community. This 
dream was also visible in another recent diploma project from the University of Arts in Poznań – 
Enklawa by Andrzej Pakuła, in which the author develops an image of a social off-the-grid uto-
pia based losely on a cooperative of outsiders who refused to be a part of mainstream society. 
On July 1st 2015, Alexei Shulgin, a net art pioneer, wrote on his Facebook page: “Creativity - is 
what has brought the world to the edge of catastrophe” (Shulgin 2015). No matter what the 
artist was really trying to say, and leaving aside the issue of whether there is any catastrophe 
around the corner, we might take his view as a starting point. If someone considered to be an 
Internet art pioneer seems to be so disappointed, what can we say about the younger genera-
tion who never had a chance to experience economic growth but went into adult life along with 
the crisis? However, as Nicolas Bourriaud claimed in his book The Radicant (2009), the post-
modern condition was an indirect result of the economical and industrial crisis of the 70s which 
seemed to be formative for a lot of great artistic activities and a massive volume of theoreti-
cal thought. The contemporary situation is influenced by two factors: the rise of social media 
(around 2007) and the economical crisis (around 2008). So the post-crisis condition and the 
wave of creative grassroots activities exist side by side, with mutual impact. 

Artist as Artrepreneur
While entrepreneurship is associated with innovation (yet another cliché) and a unique, visionary 
approach, the reality is often less glamorous. There is also the issue of some kind of piracy when 
it comes to good ideas and the unknown factors that nowadays cause one product to go viral 
and become popular while another equally good one goes unnoticed. This can be also applied 
to the artworld’s recent changes due to the economic crisis, neoliberal capitalism, and post-In-
ternet global culture, resulting a character who might be called an Artrepreneur. 

How does the need for being constantly innovative and focused on rapid growth (which is a 
must for a startup entrepreneur) on the basis of original ideas affect artists, a social group 
that for many decades has been associated with innovation and creativity? On one hand, the 
knowledge industry seems to be aware of its slightly fraught position, trying to latch onto the 
need for independence by offering courses such as The Artist as an Entrepreneur Institute (AEI) 
at Broward in Fort Lauerdale, Florida (USA) that took place in June 2015. As we can read on the 
project website: “Participation in program is $100 per person and includes: 
– 4 Saturday workshops
– AEI course book (an indispensable resource for artists) 
– Light refreshments 
– Free parking.” (Broward 2015)

The course itself starts with a class in which participants are “understanding their current state” 
and ends with “Stories of Successful `Artrepreneurs’” (Broward, 2015). Along the way there is 
also “brand developing”, an issue that is common for anyone who has ever tried to curate her 
online identity. The self-designed and self-curated brand seems to be independent in a way 
that doesn’t need any tutoring. Here we should remember that no tutoring and a general rejec-
tion of hierarchy is something of which the knowledge industries are rather afraid. As a result 
there are numerous courses, workshops and know-how lessons, not only in the United States 
but also in the European Union, which is very supportive of this. I am not trying to say that 
these courses are worthless, but rather show how the particular paradox of the need for suc-
cess which is independent of institutional education results in institutions running courses on 
how to become independent and successful. 
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As a contrasting grassroots direction we can see, for example, the Blogcademy™, an initiative 
founded and run by three women bloggers, each of them a successful self-designed internet 
persona and a role model. Gala Darling, Shauna Haider and Kat Williams give their workshops 
and lectures all around the world, working with similarly-minded but yet apparently less suc-
cessful bloggers. The interesting thing is that the leadership here is very informal. The three 
ladies have no university degrees. They come from the same background as their audience 
and that is what makes their message so effective. Of course, the know-how that is sold here 
is essential, but there are also many other benefits such as establishing contacts and mak-
ing friends.

This and many other workshops, courses, and schools prove that there is a need for the 
hands-on experience and knowledge of how to make an entrepreneur from an artist. Experts 
and life coaches claim they hold the Holy Grail of knowledge, while aspiring artists often search 
for shortcuts to a career, though more often just basic information on how to cope.

Still, as Andrew Horwitz argues in The Guardian (2013), the figure of an “artist as entrepre-
neur” is a trend that is left after the dotcom boom of the 90s that ended with the dotcom 
bubble around the year 2000. Horwitz says: “However, in today’s startup era, powered by 
social media and new technology, and with the continued growth of venture capitalism, 
we’re seeing the rise of “artist as entrepreneur 2.0” – to some extent, old wine in new bot-
tles.” (Horwitz, 2013) At the same time, he reminds us that: “American artists have a long 
history of balancing their art and business practices (…) In other words, all artists are entre-
preneurs. This is not a new or innovative way of thinking (…) but there is a considerable dif-
ference between giving artists business training and mandating that they should behave like 
entrepreneurs in a for-profit economy.” (Horwitz 2013) Here, in my opinion, is the key issue: the 
technocratic approach enhanced by neoliberal fake enthusiasm that results in artists being 
forced to be their own impresarios. Horwitz does not provide or offer a solution. He concludes 
that artists “(...) must resist the inexorable logic of the so-called free market, and advocate 
for the fundamental core value that there are things in this world that are not for profit – 
they are for something else, something more vast, meaningful and enduring, and that artists 
can lead the way” (Horwitz, 2013). Nevertheless, there is no explanation how an artist, stick-
ing to such values, can pay her bills. Also, apart from the American or global perspective, we 
are in a different situation – a post-communist, developing country with access to EU funds 
but also with a touch of economic crisis. Surely, the situation has changed since, for exam-
ple, the time, when the 10th issue of of Zeszyty Artystyczne magazine was published, con-
taining an essay by professor Piotr Kurka (2003) relating to the ambivalence between artists 
from post-communist countries and their reception of advice given by an expert represent-
ing the western artworld. In the same volume we can find a text by Małgorzata Lisiewicz 
(2003) about the economic situation of artists at the beginning of the 21st century. How can 
we look back at these issues from the perspective of today’s vantage point, after the honey-
moon with the EU and at the same time after the economical crisis that touched the global 
economy? To oversimplify we can say: why is it so bad when it is so good? On one hand we 
have plenty of opportunities. Many artists successfully exhibit abroad, travel for residencies 
and receive funding. On the other hand, there are the precarious conditions that many in 
the so-called creative industry share. That’s the main topic of The Black Book of Polish Art
ists. Zbigniew Libera, who became the face of the protest and whose image is on the cover 
of the book, said that although we carry our art with us, we do not live in art. We live in real 
life. (Libera 2015, p. 160). While I cannot agree more, there is another question. What is this 
life really and how does it merge with the life that used to be called virtual or electronic, as 
opposed to the real?



31

From Artisans to Artists and Back Again
Since the social media revolution altered our public presence and still shapes our behaviour, we 
continuously see how the so-called attention economy not only changes the social networks 
but also has an impact on the art world and – at the end of the day – the knowledge indus-
try. Struggling for attention, academics present their ideas at TED Talks and other, less prestig-
ious, conferences. Artists carefully dose their Instagram posts and curate their online identities 
on Facebook or Twitter. Being average and mainstream will never be forgiven, but even worse 
is not making it. Not participating. Not being connected all the while. There is no excuse in 
the age of the ubicomp (ubiquitous computing) paradigm and unlimited access. The compul-
sive production of content must comply with the general profile of an artist’s public persona. 
In other words: you must be coherent with your avatar. Live your life the way it could be insta-
grammed with a minimal amount of photoshopping. That coherence is visible in the figure of 
Casey Jane Ellison, who is really an artworld double: an art critic and female-only web-based 
art show (Touching the Art) host as well as an avatar of herself, with a recognizable look. What 
Ellison explores by using the social media-enabled methods and relying on the attention econ-
omy makes her an artrepreneur of our times. A section on her website is titled explicitly: “Buy 
Casey” and leads to a provocative video-testimony with performers wearing t-shirts with the 
image of Ellison’s face.

While Casey Jane Ellison balances between a ceWEBrity figure and a performer aware of the 
attention economy’s rules, there are artists who go a step further. The most vivid example is 
Jennifer Lyn Morone, an artist who registered herself as a company Jennifer Lyn Morone™ Inc, 
deciding to make profits from her personal data. At that moment she became a legal entity 
and a corporation with shareholders. Apart from the issue of data and privacy we might also 
see Ms Morone’s decision as an example of (subversive) artrepreneurship.

However, the whole issue of artrepreneurship has a broader context that we often forget. In his 
insightful article in The Atlantic, American writer and critic William Deresiewicz (2015) writes about 
the full circle that history took, from the notion of an artisan to the notion of artist and back 
again. The interesting thing is that Deresiewicz reminds us about the difference between artist 
and artisan that is also emphasised in the aforementioned practice of Adrian Kolarczyk and his 
double degree show. The misunderstanding of artists as artisans is very common in mainstream 
society and the apparent lack of artisan skills is a very common argument in the hate speech 
of internet haters who always know best how to distinguish a real artist from a pseudo-artist or 
an artisan. Anyway, William Deresiewicz claims that since around the turn of the millennium (it 
is no coincidence that the dotcom bubble burst and technological development are important 
factors here) a new paradigm started to emerge as a result of a very particular loop: “In the arts, 
as throughout the middle class, the professional is giving way to the entrepreneur, or, more pre-
cisely, the “entrepreneur”: the “self-employed” (that sneaky oxymoron), the entrepreneurial self” 
(Deresiewicz 2015). This is because, as Deresiewicz says: “The democratisation of taste, abetted 
by the Web, coincides with the democratisation of creativity” (Deresiewicz 2015) and adds that a 
young generation of creative sector workers know that “10,000 hours [of studio practice – E.W] is 
less important now than 10,000 contacts”. This cannot be more explicit. 

Also, as Deresiewicz (2015) reminds us: “Before we thought of artists as geniuses, we thought of 
them as artisans”. That changed with Romanticism, which of course funded a lot of myths about 
artists, their originality and individualism “but also rebellion and youth” (Deresiewicz 2015). Does 
it not comply with the ironic remark by Casey Jane Ellison that the artist should be “young and 
funky” (Ellison 2014)? Of course, the irony is deeply rooted in the reality of compulsive content 
production, in which an artist’s website expiration marks a new deadline for an artist’s popularity. 
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In the age of the attention economy, artists may choose between being plugged in to the verge 
of activism or merging with their online avatars or even the long tail of their data. They might 
stay unplugged, taking the risk of dropping out or making a spectacle from the act of cutting 
themselves off from the artworld. All in all, the figure of an artrepreneur, enforced by the con-
temporary economical situation and the dominating social media order, exists in an area whose 
borders are marked by 3 attitudes: artist, entrepreneur and – inevitably - artisan. 
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