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Executive Summary 

Aims and Objectives 

• Across six centuries, aesthetic innovation in art has concentrated in a small number of 

dominant Western cities. A handful of capitals held the agency, the connective 

infrastructure and the prestige, and talent flowed toward them from a wider periphery. 

• This report asks whether that configuration of the past still holds for the contemporary 

artists and cities of the present. It introduces the World Art Cities Index (WACI), a 

composite measure of aesthetic innovative capacity across fifty cities on every major 

continent. 

• It draws on the concept of creative ecosystems in the form of interconnected systems of 

actors, networks, conditions and institutions within which creativity arises. 

• It is proposed that aesthetic innovation in the field of contemporary art, working alongside 

technical and social innovation, feeds into the institutional, behavioural and economic 

development of the city that hosts it. 

World Art Cities Index (WACI) 

• New York leads the WACI by a wide margin (496.1), one and a half times more than 

London’s score (339.6); Paris, Berlin, and Los Angeles complete a leading five whose 

standing reflects established positions in the contemporary art world. 

• Beneath the top five, the field broadens fast: cities from East Asia, Latin America, and mid-

sized Europe fill the second band, and by the third band (11th-20th) meaningful aesthetic 

innovation spans five continents. 

• Rank decline from 21st to 50th position is gradual rather than steep, with the gap across 

those thirty cities being smaller than the gap between 1st and 2nd place alone. 

• By continent, North America’s cities average the highest but the strength is concentrated 

in the two cities leading cities; Europe supplies half the sample and clusters near the mean; 

and Asia averages lower scores overall. 

• A scenario forecast for 2035 finds New York’s overall position softening even as it remains 

first by a wide margin, while Hong Kong, Berlin and São Paulo show notable gains. 

Broader Findings 

• Cities with strong aesthetic capacity outperform matched comparator cities on wider 

urban development in forty-five of the fifty cases, even controlling for scale and national 

economic conditions. 

• Aesthetic innovation has not left the core but different kinds of innovation have found 

different homes. In other words, the contemporary art world’s geographic core still 
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matters but is beginning to lose its monopoly, with new ecosystems emerging in more 

peripheral locations across the globe. However, production is moving faster than the 

market that monetises it. 

• The central open question is whether cities now producing aesthetic innovation can 

capture its economic value themselves, or whether that value will continue to keep 

accruing to the historic core through the market. 

• It is concluded that the periphery is a significant site of innovation, not just a talent nursery 

for the core, and can and should form part of a wider and more inclusive global art world. 
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1  Introduction 

The history of art gives a geographic answer to where sustained aesthetic innovation has been 

made over the centuries. Across radically different institutional and political contexts, the creative 

ecosystems that art produced were concentrated in a small set of dominant cities. Florence and 

Rome, then Amsterdam, Paris, Berlin, London and New York, operated successively as the 

gravitational centres of the Western art world.1 The geography of aesthetic innovation, in other 

words, was effectively monocentric. A few capitals held the agency, the connective infrastructure 

and the prestige, and talent flowed toward them from a wider periphery. 

This report finds that the configuration of the present world of contemporary art looks markedly 

different from the monocentric geography that the history of art describes. By introducing the 

World Art Cities Index (WACI), and analysing a range of data on the creative ecosystems across 

the contemporary art world, this report argues that the configuration of the present is spatially 

more complex than the monocentric model implies, and the geography of aesthetic innovation is 

evolving in a different direction. 

This evolution involves a growing number of different types of place including not only the 

established core cities, but peripheries, alongside regional and sovereign-backed hubs. It also 

involves a growing number of different types of connection across people and places, in which 

global circuits and local, place-based ties operate together rather than in sequence. Furthermore, 

it involves a process of emergence whose spatial dynamics have changed. In particular, aesthetic 

innovation increasingly arises away from the centre and is recognised through global circuits, 

rather than arising only where those circuits are densest. 

The shift this report documents is not a simple dispersal of activity away from the centre. It is a 

change in how the local and the global scales relate to one another. In the monocentric 

configuration of the past, a single core often supplied global scale innovations, while the rest of 

the world was engaged in more locally-embedded innovation, alongside a reservoir of talent that 

the centre drew upon and absorbed. The contemporary configuration distributes both scales. 

Recognised artists now originate, work and gain their recognition across a wider range of places, 

and a growing number of them hold a local and a global base at the same time.  

The World Art Cities Index (WACI) measures aesthetic innovative capacity in contemporary art 

across fifty cities with the aim of providing a benchmark of the geography of aesthetic innovation 

in this field. This benchmark will allow future studies to evaluate the changing nature of the 

creative ecosystems that make up the contemporary art world. 

1.1  The structure of the report 

The report proceeds in four broad parts. The first establishes the conceptual ground. Section 2 

sets out what is meant by aesthetic innovation and creative ecosystems, reviews the gap between 

the geography of production and the geography of validation. It further introduces a creative 

ecosystems model based on a four-pillar framework of agency, connectivity, dynamism and 

emergence understood along a local-global axis, together with arguments that connect aesthetic 

innovation to urban development. 
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Section 3 introduces the World Art Cities Index (WACI), a composite measure of aesthetic 

innovative capacity across fifty cities, built from nine indicators organised into three sub-

composite indices: the Production Places Index, the Market Places Index and the Consumption 

Places Index. Section 3 further presents the WACI Intensity measure along with a scenario 

forecast for WACI 2035. 

Section 4 maps the changing geography of creative ecosystems, identifying particular types of 

place: (1) the established core; (2) the periphery; (3) the regional hub; and (4) the sovereign-

backed hub. This is undertaken through an analysis of acknowledged globally leading 

contemporary artists. Section 5 approaches the analysis of contemporary artists through the 

creative ecosystems model as well as presenting a network analysis of these artists to examine the 

relationship between artistic medium and the geography of the innovation across the 

contemporary art world. 

The fourth part of the report first tests the conceptual framework against a wider domain of 

indicators. Section 6 examines the WACI against a leading benchmark of global urban 

development, finding that cities with substantial aesthetic innovative capacity sustain stronger 

contemporary urban development than comparable cities without it. It further sets out the 

behavioural, institutional, and economic mechanisms through which aesthetic innovation is 

argued to contribute to such development. Section 7 discusses the more spatially complex 

configuration of creative ecosystems based on the evidence from both the WACI and the network 

analysis. Finally, Section 8 concludes the report and sets out the implications for creative 

ecosystem theory and for future policy intervention. 
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2  Aesthetic Innovation and the Making of Cities 

Aesthetic innovation in the form of the creation of new ways of seeing, representing and 

experiencing the world, is not often the achievement of isolated individuals but an emergent 

property of creative ecosystems in the form of the interconnected systems of actors, networks, 

conditions and institutions within which creativity emerges.2 However, it is worth providing some 

further thinking to unpack what is actually meant by the term aesthetic innovation, since the term 

carries a specific meaning in the context of this report, particularly in terms of the context for its 

geographical nature. 

What is aesthetic innovation? 

Aesthetic innovation differs from technical innovation in a fundamental way. Whereas technical 
innovation solves functional problems, aesthetic innovation reshapes perception and meaning.3 It 
changes how people see, experience and interpret their environments, and in doing so opens up new 
possibilities across many domains. Therefore, it is not merely style. 

In the visual arts, aesthetic innovation takes the form of new visual languages and new ways of 
composing and constructing images and environments, which the broader art world recognises as 
valid departures from established conventions.3 

Three features make it distinctive 

•  It reshapes perception, not just function. New aesthetic forms change what people notice, value 
and imagine as possible. 

•  It generates knock-on effects across domains. Technical industries, social institutions, economic 
markets and urban forms can all be shaped by aesthetic shifts. 

•  It is reciprocal. The reception of art is itself a creative act; audiences and critics are part of the 
system, not passive consumers. 

 

When Brunelleschi developed linear perspective in fifteenth-century Florence he did not only 

create an artistic technique. Instead, he transformed architectural design, spatial cognition and 

urban planning. When the Impressionists broke with the Académie in 1870s Paris they 

established an entirely new model for how art could be produced, exhibited and sold. The line 

these innovations set in motion can be traced forward past both. The 2026 Mark Rothko 

exhibition in Florence hangs five of Rothko’s paintings among Fra Angelico’s frescoes in the cells 

of the Museo di San Marco, in the same city where Brunelleschi worked six centuries earlier. 

Rothko, who visited Florence three times, drew on the early-Renaissance ecosystem that 

produced Angelico, and the pairing makes the line from the historic creative core to twentieth-

century abstraction visible.4 The founding creative city does not only produce the art of its own 

moment but it can transmit forward across centuries into innovation made elsewhere. This 

indicates that both the history and geography of aesthetic innovation in the visual arts are a matter 

of consequence for cities and regions today. Furthermore, aesthetic innovation is rarely a clean 

break from what came before it. Even in its most radical forms it is often a continuation of the 

past and in many ways abstract expressionism is perhaps no exception. 
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The literature on artistic careers documents why concentration in a small number of cities has 

tended to persist. A study of nearly half a million artists across 143 countries, published in the 

journal Science, documented a powerful lock-in effect whereby artists who begin their careers in 

high-prestige institutions tend to retain access to them, while those starting at the network 

periphery face steep dropout rates. Critically, artists with better access to the elite network core 

of major European and North American institutions usually enjoy significantly higher chances of 

career success irrespective of the distribution of underlying talent.5 Geography, in this account, 

functions as a systematic advantage that the contemporary art world might be expected to 

preserve. Therefore, it is the tension between this expectation and the configuration of the 

contemporary art that this report seeks to explore. 

 

Image: Rothko Exhibition in Florence 2026 (Source: Author’s Photograph) 

2.1  Addressing research gaps 

A substantial body of market research, exhibition data and critical theory maps the contemporary 

art world, but it is often unevenly distributed across the questions that matter. We know a great 

deal about where art is sold, a fair amount about where it is exhibited and validated, something 

about the aesthetic philosophies that animate it, but comparatively little, in any systematic, 

geographically explicit way, about where aesthetic innovation is actually produced. Sections 4 to 

6 of this report review this literature, each alongside the empirical material it most directly 

analyses. Furthermore, the report seeks to fill some of the empirical gaps the literature leaves, 

with the WACI and the subsequent network analysis being the first steps in this direction. 

2.2  Aesthetic innovation in the making of cities 

Filling this gap empirically requires a conceptual framework that explains why aesthetic 

innovation should matter for the development of the cities in which innovation occurs, and how 

it connects to other forces that shape cities. This section sets out that framework, drawing together 
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a creative ecosystem model that connects this report with a wider body of work on innovation and 

urban development. The framework is summarised in Figure 1, which is discussed in full below. 

 

 

Figure 1. A conceptual framework for aesthetic innovation in the making of cities. 

 

The art and creative-ecosystems sphere in Figure 1 represents the key dimensions responsible for 

the emergence of aesthetic innovation and subsequently a culture of possibility within cities that 

fosters institutional, behavioural and economic development. Clearly, a city’s capacity to sustain 

such an ecosystem is not a single quantity but a number of distinct facets that are held together 

such as (1) how much aesthetically innovative work it produces, (2) how effectively that work is 

marketed and monetised, and (3) how much of it is exhibited and consumed. The World Art Cities 

Index (WACI) is built to measure these three facets framed as Production Places, Market Places 

and Consumption Places. Figure 1 is not, in other words, an abstraction awaiting later 

operationalisation but is the object the WACI is built to measure. Table 1 gives the arts and 

creative ecosystems sphere some indicative examples of these facets. 

   
Production Where art is made? Dispersed across many cities and regions: e.g. 

Berlin, Lagos, Mexico City, Tokyo, alongside the 
peripheries and hubs this report goes on to 
identify 

Consumption Where art is exhibited, 
contextualised and recognised? 

Biennials, museums and regional fairs: e.g. 
Venice, São Paulo, Sharjah, Gwangju, Seoul 
 

Market Where art is monetised and 
transacted? 

Largely a handful of cities: e.g. New York, 
London, Hong Kong 
 

Table 1. Indication of the three geographies of contemporary art. 
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2.2.1  The creative ecosystems model: how the sphere operates 

The sphere of art and creative ecosystems does not operate as an undifferentiated whole but at a 

more granular level that can be organised by four interrelated pillars. These do not operate 

independently but are connected through feedback loops, and it is their interaction, not the 

strength of any single one, that generates aesthetic innovation.6 The four pillars are (1) diversity 

of agency, (2) density of connectivity, (3) productive dynamism, and (4) the conditions enabling 

emergence, abbreviated here, for convenience, as the ACDE model. Whereas the WACI measures 

the sphere from the outside, at the level of the city, the ACDE pillars describe its internal 

mechanisms, at the level of the practitioner, and Section 5 focuses on these micro-level 

mechanisms. 

The four pillars of creative ecosystems 

Agency: who acts and how diverse those actors are 

The diversity of creative actors, knowledge domains, skills and resources present within a creative 
system, and not merely the number of artists but the variety of disciplines, practices and 
perspectives that come together in generative ways. 

Connectivity: the density and reach of networks 

The relationships and networks through which creative knowledge, ideas and resources circulate, 
spanning both formal structures (academies, galleries, schools) and informal ones (studios, salons, 
residencies). 

Dynamism: the productive balance of stability and experimentation 

The rate of change and experimentation within the system. The most generative conditions are 
found at the ‘edge of chaos’ whereby there is enough structure to accumulate ideas but also enough 
freedom to challenge them. 

Emergence: the arising of new creative forms not reducible to what came before 

The appearance of novel and valued outputs from the interaction of the system as a whole, outputs 
that could not have been predicted from examining any single element in isolation. 

 

2.2.2  Extending the model: a local-global axis 

A contribution of this report is to extend each of these four pillars along a local-global axis. 

Whereas the four-pillar framework treats the pillars as properties of a single city’s ecosystem, the 

contemporary configuration requires each pillar to be understood simultaneously at two scales: 

(1) the local and place-based on the one hand, and the (2) global and circuit-based on the other. 

Agency may be rooted in local artisanal knowledge or distributed across transnational, multi-

domiciled careers; connectivity may run through a local scene or through the global biennial and 

fair circuit; dynamism may be craft-paced or technology-driven; and emergence may be locally 

generated or globally recognised. Crossing the four pillars with this axis produces an extended 

ACDE model whereby the local and global dimensions are not mutually exclusive alternatives but 

coexisting scales.7 

The extension of the four pillars along a local-global axis captures how creative ecosystems 

operate at embedded and transnational scales at the same time. As is shown in this report, 

contemporary creative ecosystems are no longer bounded by single cities but are distributed 
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across scales, and any framework for the geography of aesthetic innovation has to be able to hold 

both scales in view at once. 

2.2.3  Three forms of innovation, and the distinctive work of the aesthetic 

Aesthetic, technical and social innovation are likely to form mutually reinforcing loops through 

which cities develop and evolve, with aesthetic innovation playing a distinct but often 

underappreciated role in reshaping perception and opening new developmental possibilities.8 The 

proposition that aesthetic innovation generates effects beyond the cultural realm somewhat 

challenges conventional innovation theory focused on technical and organisational change. Art 

can actively shape what can be seen, said and thought within a society rather than merely 

reflecting existing conditions. Rancière views art as representing a distribution of the sensible in 

the form of changing norms, and aesthetic innovation is the redistribution of that sensible field. 

The disturbance Hutter describes as an irritation that generates new communication and practice 

is akin to Rancière’s dissensus by which art disrupts a settled consensus.9 Both the irritation and 

the redistribution can serve as catalysts for novelty that subsequently acquires social and 

economic value.10 

These three forms of innovation are related but not interchangeable. Technical innovation 

provides the means of interaction and expression through new materials, tools, media and 

platforms. Aesthetic innovation deploys these means to disrupt established ways of seeing and 

representing, making previously invisible possibilities visible. Social innovation emerges as 

people act on those newly visible possibilities, demanding new policies and more inclusive 

structures.11 New visual languages, in particular, can alter how people perceive and represent their 

environments, enabling new approaches to urban planning, architecture and design. 

2.2.4  From aesthetic disruption to economic value, and its capture 

Contemporary capitalism’s absorption of creative values, among them autonomy, authenticity 

and the rejection of bureaucracy, indicates how aesthetic innovation translates into economic 

dynamics.12 Aesthetic disruption can create a dissonance that generates new possibilities, and 

markets capture these possibilities by translating them into experience goods valued for their 

sensory and emotional qualities rather than their utility alone. This process fuels what can been 

termed aesthetic capitalism, in which design, atmosphere and sensory appeal become central to 

value creation.  

The same dynamic, however, carries a tension that Section 6 of this report returns to. Market 

pressures toward commodification can absorb and ultimately undermine the more radical 

possibilities aesthetic innovation opens, fixing as a priced experience what began as a 

redistribution of the sensible. Over a longer horizon, the behavioural and institutional models 

through which art worlds organise production and exchange shape how cities themselves 

organise.13 
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2.3  From concepts to index 

The framework set out in this section argues that aesthetic innovation is generated by creative 

ecosystems organised around four interacting pillars. Such innovation operates in concert with 

technical and social innovation, and its effects are transmitted to cities through cultures of 

possibility through institutional, behavioural and economic development. Section 3 

operationalises the left-hand side of this claim - the creative ecosystem sphere itself - by building 

the World Art Cities Index across fifty cities to measure, for the first time at this scale, a city’s 

capacity to produce, market and consume aesthetically innovative work. 

Sections 4 and 5 then return to the sphere from the inside, using a documented sample of 

contemporary artists to show what production, connectivity and recognition look like at the level 

of individual artistic practice and place. Section 6 follows the framework to its conclusion by 

testing whether the cities the WACI identifies as the strongest also show the institutional, 

behavioural and economic development the framework proposes. 
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3  The World Art Cities Index (WACI) 

3.1  Purpose and Design of the World Art Cities Index 

The World Art Cities Index (WACI) operationalises the sphere of art and creative ecosystems set 

out above by benchmarking the aesthetic innovative capacity and capability of leading cities 

across the globe in the field of contemporary art. Its premise is that a city’s standing in the 

contemporary art world rests on three distinct capacities: (1) to produce aesthetically innovative 

work, (2) to market it, and (3) to consume it. Fifty cities are assessed here across nine indicators, 

organised into three sub-composites, one for each capacity. 

The three capacities are defined as follows: 

• Production Places: a city’s capacity to generate new aesthetically innovative work. 

• Market Places: a city’s capacity to circulate, valorise, and transact that work. 

• Consumption Places: a city’s capacity to exhibit, contextualise, and confer institutional 

legitimacy on that work. 

This tripartite structure is not incidental to the wider argument of this report. In particular, a city 

does not become a place of possibility simply by hosting artists. It requires a creative ecosystem 

capable of training and recognising practitioners, circulating and valorising their work, and 

staging it publicly with institutional legitimacy. The WACI treats production, market, and 

consumption as three related but distinct dimensions of that ecosystem, rather than one 

undifferentiated measure. 

Table 2 sets out how each capacity is measured, with three indicators for each. Production Places 

are measured through a city’s resident base of acknowledged leading contemporary artists 

(Aesthetic Innovators), the schools that train new practitioners (Nurturing Aesthetic 

Innovation), and the international recognition those practitioners command (Artistic Agency). 

Market Places are measured through a city’s commercial gallery sector (Market Vibrancy), its 

recurring art fairs (Wider Market Presence), and the international standing of its dealers, 

collectors, curators and funders (International Market Presence). Consumption Places is 

measured through a city’s contemporary-facing museum infrastructure (Contemporary Art 

Consumption), its wider museum culture (Wider Art Consumption), and its biennials, triennials 

and comparable recurring platforms (International Consumption Presence). 

Each of the WACI’s nine components is standardised across the fifty-city sample, averaged within 

its sub-composite index, and rescaled so that each sub-composite index and the headline WACI 

composite index has a mean score of 100.0. A parallel WACI Intensity Index repeats the procedure 

on a per-100,000-resident basis, using 2025 United Nations population figures, so that cities of 

very different administrative geographies remain comparable. The full construction procedure, 

standardisation formula, and data sources for each component are set out in Appendix A. 

The WACI covers fifty cities spanning every populated continent, selected for the strength and 

completeness of the underlying data available across the nine indicators. Johannesburg’s 
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inclusion extends the sample’s reach to a first city in sub-Saharan Africa. As with any index of this 

kind, the WACI is indicative rather than definitive. 

Capacity 
 

Indicator Measure 

Production Places Aesthetic Innovators 
 

Number of acknowledged leading 
contemporary artists 

Nurturing Aesthetic Innovation 
 

Number of art schools 

Artistic Agency Number of acknowledged influential 
artists 

Market Places Market Vibrancy 
 

Number of art galleries 

Wider Market Presence 
 

Number of art fairs 

International Market Presence Number of acknowledged influential 
art market professionals 

Consumption Places Contemporary Art Consumption 
 

Number of contemporary art museums 

Wider Art Consumption 
 

Number of art museums 

International Consumption  
Presence 

Number of biennials, triennials and 
similar 

Table 2. The nine indicators of the World Art Cities Index by capacity. 

3.2  The WACI Composite Index: Overall Rankings 

As shown by Table 3, New York leads by a wide margin (496.1), one and a half times London’s 

score (339.6). Paris (236.5), Berlin (202.8), and Los Angeles (185.7) complete a leading five of 

cities whose standing is unsurprising given their established position in the contemporary art 

world. 

• A second band (6th–10th): Shanghai, Barcelona, São Paulo, Brussels, Vienna span East Asia, 

Latin America, and mid-sized Europe. 

• A third band (11th–20th): Seoul, Amsterdam, Chicago, Milan, Tokyo, Beijing, Mexico City, 

Rome, Toronto, Buenos Aires indicates that meaningful aesthetic innovation spans 

continents. Mexico City’s 17th place (96.4) is driven by a Consumption score of 120.8 which 

is among the sample’s highest. 

• The remaining thirty (21st–50th) decline gradually rather than sharply. The gap from 21st 

to 50th (89.2 to 23.7) is smaller than the gap from 1st to 2nd alone. Johannesburg (37th) and 

Turin (38th) sit lower-middle; Düsseldorf (46th) is near the bottom, driven by a thin 

Consumption score. 

By continental bloc, Europe supplies half the sample (25 cities) and clusters near the overall mean 

(99.0). North America’s eight cities average far higher (146.3), concentrated in New York and Los 

Angeles. Asia’s ten average 84.2 but conceal wider variation (Shanghai 6th, Nanjing 49th). South 

America (78.2) and Oceania (83.1) sit close together and Johannesburg, the sample’s sole African 

city, scores below every continental average, which is a function of sample size as much as 

underlying strength. 
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Rank City Country Index score 
1 New York United States 496.1 
2 London United Kingdom 339.6 
3 Paris France 236.5 
4 Berlin Germany 202.8 
5 Los Angeles United States 185.7 
6 Shanghai China 163.6 
7 Barcelona Spain 141.9 
8 São Paulo Brazil 119.8 
9 Brussels Belgium 116.9 
10 Vienna Austria 113.7 
11 Seoul South Korea 112.8 
12 Amsterdam Netherlands 111.0 
13 Chicago United States 108.0 
14 Milan Italy 105.6 
15 Tokyo Japan 103.3 
16 Beijing China 98.1 
17 Mexico City Mexico 96.4 
18 Rome Italy 92.2 
19 Toronto Canada 91.9 
20 Buenos Aires Argentina 91.0 
21 Hong Kong China 89.2 
22 Melbourne Australia 86.3 
23 Madrid Spain 82.1 
24 San Francisco United States 81.0 
25 Basel Switzerland 80.8 
26 Sydney Australia 79.9 
27 Venice Italy 73.6 
28 Helsinki Finland 72.0 
29 Zurich Switzerland 69.1 
30 Lisbon Portugal 68.3 
31 Antwerp Belgium 66.0 
32 Cologne Germany 65.4 
33 Singapore Singapore 65.0 
34 Taipei Taiwan 62.8 
35 Munich Germany 61.8 
36 Stockholm Sweden 60.6 
37 Johannesburg South Africa 59.7 
38 Turin Italy 59.1 
39 Warsaw Poland 58.0 
40 Oslo Norway 57.0 
41 Austin United States 56.6 
42 Dubai United Arab Emirates 56.5 
43 Guangzhou China 55.2 
44 Montreal Canada 55.1 
45 Istanbul Turkey 51.7 
46 Düsseldorf Germany 49.4 
47 Dublin Ireland 47.7 
48 Edinburgh United Kingdom 44.1 
49 Nanjing China 35.7 
50 Brasília Brazil 23.7 

Table 3. The WACI Composite Index ranked by overall index score (mean = 100). 



World Art Cities Index: Contemporary Art, Aesthetic Innovation and Creative Ecosystems 14 

 

Image: New York Tops the World Art Cities Index (Source: Author’s Photograph). 

3.3  The Production Places Index 

On the Production Places Index, New York (521.0) and London (407.2) lead by an even wider 

margin than on the overall WACI. Berlin (288.4) and Los Angeles (226.8) follow; Paris, fifth 

(158.4), scores markedly lower on Production than overall, a divergence explored under the 

Market Places Index below. 

• Johannesburg’s 10th place (114.5) is the most striking result in this section, higher than 

Paris, Chicago, or Vienna, driven by strong critical recognition relative to a modest 

population and infrastructure base. 

• The middle band (11th–35th) spans every continent, no single bloc dominating. 

• The lower quarter tends to rest on the art schools count, with little or no artist-base or 

influential presence. Turin, Venice, Guangzhou, Nanjing, Oslo, and Warsaw share tied scores 

at the very foot of the table. 

By continental bloc, North America posts by far the strongest mean (160.9). Africa’s single city, 

Johannesburg, posts the second-highest continental mean (114.5), a disproportionate result for a 

sample of one. Europe (101.3) sits close to the overall mean; Oceania (73.0), Asia (69.6), and South 

America (61.3) trail. 
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Rank City Country Index score 
1 New York United States 521.0 
2 London United Kingdom 407.2 
3 Berlin Germany 288.4 
4 Los Angeles United States 226.8 
5 Paris France 158.4 
6 Amsterdam Netherlands 154.3 
7 Barcelona Spain 152.8 
8 Brussels Belgium 145.2 
9 Chicago United States 138.7 
10 Johannesburg South Africa 114.5 
11= Cologne Germany 100.9 
11= Mexico City Mexico 100.9 
13 Beijing China 97.5 

14= Dubai United Arab Emirates 96.2 
14= Milan Italy 96.2 
16 Tokyo Japan 90.3 
17 Antwerp Belgium 90.0 

18= Austin United States 86.8 
18= Sydney Australia 86.8 
18= São Paulo Brazil 86.8 
21 Seoul South Korea 80.8 
22 San Francisco United States 76.1 

23= Basel Switzerland 71.5 
23= Helsinki Finland 71.5 
23= Hong Kong China 71.5 
23= Rome Italy 71.5 
23= Toronto Canada 71.5 
28= Düsseldorf Germany 70.3 
28= Vienna Austria 70.3 
30= Dublin Ireland 65.6 
30= Lisbon Portugal 65.6 
30= Montreal Canada 65.6 
33 Zurich Switzerland 65.4 
34 Singapore Singapore 65.3 
35 Melbourne Australia 59.2 

36= Buenos Aires Argentina 56.2 
36= Edinburgh United Kingdom 56.2 
36= Munich Germany 56.2 
36= Shanghai China 56.2 
36= Stockholm Sweden 56.2 
36= Taipei Taiwan 56.2 
42= Madrid Spain 45.5 
42= Turin Italy 45.5 
42= Venice Italy 45.5 
45= Brasília Brazil 40.9 
45= Guangzhou China 40.9 
45= Istanbul Turkey 40.9 
45= Nanjing China 40.9 
45= Oslo Norway 40.9 
45= Warsaw Poland 40.9 

Table 4. The Production Places Index ranked by index score (mean = 100). 
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Image: Berlin Ranks 3rd on the Production Places Index (Source: Author’s Photograph). 

3.4  The Market Places Index 

On the Market Places Index, New York again leads (548.8) with its strongest relative score on the 

three sub-composite indices. Paris climbs to second (342.5), a marked improvement on its 

Production standing. London (300.3) and Los Angeles (200.4) complete a leading four; Shanghai 

is fifth (160.2), the highest-placed Asian city on any sub-composite index. 

• East Asia performs disproportionately well here: Shanghai, Tokyo, Hong Kong, and Seoul 

occupy four of the top nine places, highlighting a clear regional pattern. 

• Basel’s 6th place (145.1), the highest European city outside Paris and London, reflects the 

concentration effect of a single major fair in a relatively small city’s standardised score. 

• The lower half is more heavily European than the middle band, consistent with the Market 

Places Index performance depending on a small number of internationally significant 

galleries or fairs rather than broad civic infrastructure. Cologne, Venice, Düsseldorf, and 

Turin all sit in the lower half; and only Turin (33rd) clears the lower quarter. 

By continental bloc, North America again leads (152.9), but Asia (95.1) and Europe (92.3) sit much 

closer together here than on the Production Places Index, reflecting real East Asian market 

strength rather than European weakness. Europe’s own range is the widest of any bloc (Paris 2nd 

to Oslo 49th), while Africa and South America trail. 
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Rank City Country Index score 
1 New York United States 548.8 
2 Paris France 342.5 
3 London United Kingdom 300.3 
4 Los Angeles United States 200.4 
5 Shanghai China 160.2 
6 Basel Switzerland 145.1 
7 Tokyo Japan 141.8 
8 Hong Kong China 136.8 
9 Seoul South Korea 129.6 
10 Toronto Canada 128.4 
11 Brussels Belgium 113.7 
12 Berlin Germany 111.9 
13 São Paulo Brazil 110.3 
14 Madrid Spain 108.2 
15 Vienna Austria 103.5 
16 Melbourne Australia 98.9 
17 Milan Italy 94.8 
18 Barcelona Spain 94.1 
19 Zurich Switzerland 92.3 
20 Buenos Aires Argentina 90.4 
21 Chicago United States 87.9 
22 Beijing China 86.2 
23 San Francisco United States 81.3 
24 Stockholm Sweden 80.2 
25 Taipei Taiwan 74.2 
26 Warsaw Poland 73.8 
27 Sydney Australia 68.9 
28 Mexico City Mexico 67.6 
29 Austin United States 65.5 
30 Guangzhou China 64.5 
31 Istanbul Turkey 63.9 
32 Johannesburg South Africa 63.1 
33 Turin Italy 59.6 
34 Antwerp Belgium 56.8 
35 Dubai United Arab Emirates 56.7 
36 Amsterdam Netherlands 55.9 
37 Dublin Ireland 54.0 
38 Munich Germany 52.9 
39 Düsseldorf Germany 52.1 
39 Rome Italy 52.1 
41 Singapore Singapore 51.9 
42 Edinburgh United Kingdom 51.3 
43 Cologne Germany 49.4 
43 Nanjing China 49.4 
45 Helsinki Finland 46.7 
46 Venice Italy 44.3 
47 Lisbon Portugal 44.0 
48 Montreal Canada 43.2 
49 Oslo Norway 28.8 
50 Brasília Brazil 22.0 

Table 5. The Market Places Index ranked by index score (mean = 100). 
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Image: Sunset Boulevard – Los Angeles Ranks 4th on the Market Places Index (Source: Author’s 
Photograph). 

3.5  The Consumption Places Index 

On the Consumption Places Index, New York (418.5) and London (311.3) lead again, followed by 

Shanghai in third (274.5), its highest standing on any sub-composite index, reflecting a very large 

total museum count against a comparatively thin practitioner base. Paris and Berlin (208.6, 

208.0) complete a leading five. 

• Venice’s 10th place (130.9) is driven by the Venice Biennale and its architecture counterpart, 

the only city in the sample hosting two major recurring platforms. 

• Rome, São Paulo, and Buenos Aires also outperform their standing elsewhere, consistent 

with a strong museum culture and established biennial traditions. 

• Johannesburg’s 50th place (1.4), the lowest score recorded anywhere in this section, sits in 

sharp contrast to its 10th place on Production Places Index, the clearest illustration on the 

WACI of why the three capacities are measured separately: real critical recognition and 

practitioner strength can coexist with a thin local exhibition base. Brasília, Dubai, and 

Nanjing show a milder version of the same pattern. 

By continental bloc, North America leads (125.2), but Europe (103.4) and South America (98.9) 

sit closer to it here than on Production Places Index or the Market Places Index. Oceania (92.4) 

and Asia (87.9) follow, the latter again concealing wider variation. Africa’s single data point (1.4) 

is an outlier, reflecting Johannesburg’s specific museum base rather than a claim about the 

continent as whole.  
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Rank City Country Index score 
1 New York United States 418.5 
2 London United Kingdom 311.3 
3 Shanghai China 274.5 
4 Paris France 208.6 
5 Berlin Germany 208.0 
6 Barcelona Spain 178.9 
7 Vienna Austria 167.5 
8 São Paulo Brazil 162.3 
9 Rome Italy 152.9 
10 Venice Italy 130.9 
11 Los Angeles United States 129.9 
12 Seoul South Korea 128.0 
13 Buenos Aires Argentina 126.3 
14 Milan Italy 125.9 
15 Amsterdam Netherlands 122.9 
16 Mexico City Mexico 120.8 
17 Beijing China 110.6 
18 Oslo Norway 101.3 
19 Melbourne Australia 100.8 
20 Helsinki Finland 97.8 
21 Chicago United States 97.4 
22 Lisbon Portugal 95.4 
23 Madrid Spain 92.5 
24 Brussels Belgium 92.0 
25 San Francisco United States 85.6 
26 Sydney Australia 84.0 
27 Singapore Singapore 77.8 
28 Tokyo Japan 77.7 
29 Munich Germany 76.3 
30 Toronto Canada 75.7 
31 Turin Italy 72.1 
32 Guangzhou China 60.2 

33= Hong Kong China 59.2 
33= Warsaw Poland 59.2 
35 Taipei Taiwan 58.1 
36 Montreal Canada 56.6 
37 Antwerp Belgium 51.1 
38 Istanbul Turkey 50.4 
39 Zurich Switzerland 49.5 
40 Cologne Germany 45.7 
41 Stockholm Sweden 45.4 

42= Basel Switzerland 25.7 
42= Düsseldorf Germany 25.7 
44 Edinburgh United Kingdom 24.7 
45 Dublin Ireland 23.7 
46 Austin United States 17.4 
47 Nanjing China 16.9 
48 Dubai United Arab Emirates 16.4 
49 Brasília Brazil 8.2 
50 Johannesburg South Africa 1.4 

Table 6. The Consumption Places Index ranked by index score (mean = 100). 
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Image: London Ranks 2nd on the Consumption Places Index – Anish Kapoor Exhibition in London 2026 
(Source: Author’s Photograph). 

3.6  The WACI Intensity Index 

The picture changes markedly once population is taken into account as measured by the WACI 

Intensity Index. Venice leads by a considerable margin (389.6) based on any underlying 

population figure combining the historic island and mainland Mestre. Basel (292.9) and Zurich 

(212.1) follow, consistent with a wider pattern in which small, historically dense Swiss and 

Northern European cities post disproportionate infrastructure relative to population. 

• Berlin, Antwerp, Amsterdam, and Brussels (4th–7th) complete a leading group of seven, all 

European, before New York appears 8th (145.9), the only non-European top-ten city. 

Together with London (10th) and Paris (19th), New York is one of only three cities to combine 

strong Composite and Intensity standing, a real rather than scale-driven concentration. 

• Düsseldorf (9th, 126.9) and Cologne (15th, 104.9) rank far stronger here than on the overall 

WACI, reflecting the Rhineland’s dense infrastructure relative to a modest population. Turin 

(16th) shows the same pattern. Mexico City falls to 46th (46.6) despite 17th on the WACI, 

which is a function of its large population. 

• The lower third is dominated by large Asian and Latin American cities whose considerable 

infrastructure spreads across a very large population base: Shanghai, Taipei, Seoul, São 

Paulo, Buenos Aires, Nanjing, Tokyo, and Guangzhou all fall in the bottom ten. 
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By continental bloc, Europe posts a mean of 138.2, more than fifty points clear of North America 

(81.2), the second-highest. Oceania (70.2), Africa (56.5), Asia (50.9), and South America (48.7) 

follow. 

Rank City Country Index score 
1 Venice Italy 389.6 
2 Basel Switzerland 292.9 
3 Zurich Switzerland 212.1 
4 Berlin Germany 201.0 
5 Antwerp Belgium 200.6 
6 Amsterdam Netherlands 199.8 
7 Brussels Belgium 197.3 
8 New York United States 145.9 
9 Düsseldorf Germany 126.9 
10 London United Kingdom 121.8 
11 Edinburgh United Kingdom 117.1 
12 Helsinki Finland 114.8 
13 Vienna Austria 113.4 
14 Oslo Norway 105.9 
15 Cologne Germany 104.9 
16 Turin Italy 104.5 
17 Milan Italy 103.9 
18 Barcelona Spain 99.5 
19 Paris France 98.2 
20 Stockholm Sweden 95.6 
21 Dublin Ireland 95.2 
22 Chicago United States 93.9 
23 Lisbon Portugal 84.4 
24 San Francisco United States 78.7 
25 Rome Italy 78.6 
26 Austin United States 77.8 
27 Melbourne Australia 75.7 
28 Los Angeles United States 73.6 
29 Hong Kong China 72.1 
30 Warsaw Poland 71.6 
31 Munich Germany 71.0 
32 Toronto Canada 68.8 
33 Sydney Australia 64.8 
34 Montreal Canada 64.6 
35 Johannesburg South Africa 56.5 
36 Madrid Spain 55.5 
37 Singapore Singapore 53.9 
38 Dubai United Arab Emirates 52.9 
39 Brasília Brazil 51.0 
40 Beijing China 50.3 
41 Shanghai China 49.4 

42= Taipei Taiwan 49.0 
42= Seoul South Korea 49.0 
44 São Paulo Brazil 48.0 
45 Buenos Aires Argentina 47.0 
46 Mexico City Mexico 46.6 
47 Nanjing China 46.4 
48 Tokyo Japan 45.1 
49 Istanbul Turkey 42.7 
50 Guangzhou China 40.6 

Table 7. The WACI Intensity Index (per 100,000 residents) ranked by index score (mean = 100). 
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Image: Venice Tops the WACI Intensity Index (Source: Author’s Photograph) 

3.7  Strengths and Weaknesses Across the Indices 

The five tables above treat the WACI and its three sub-composite indices as separate rankings, 

each interpreted on its own terms. Set side-by-side for each city, rather than examined down each 

table in turn, the same scores tell a more detailed story. Some cities are strong or weak 

approximately equally across Production Places, Market Places and Consumption Places, while 

others post a markedly higher score on one capacity than on either of the other two. Figure 2 plots 

all four scores together for every city in the sample, ranked by overall score, making this variation 

visible directly. 

New York and London are the clearest cases of balance at scale. Both post their highest and lowest 

sub-composite index scores within a comparatively narrow band, despite leading the sample 

overall. San Francisco and Sydney are balanced at a far more modest overall level. Their three 

sub-composite index scores sit close together without any one pulling far ahead. At the other 

extreme, several cities largely owe their overall standing to a single capacity. Johannesburg’s 

Production Places Index score (114.5) sits eighty points clear of its Consumption Places Index 

score (1.4), and Shanghai’s Consumption Places Index score (274.5) is nearly five times its 

Production Places Index score (56.2). Cologne, Rome, Austin, Venice, Oslo, Brasília, Dubai and 

Basel show the same pattern of pronounced ‘specialisation’ in one direction, each for different 

underlying reasons as set out in Sections 4 to 6 of the report. 
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Figure 2. WACI overall and sub-composite indices scores ranked by overall score. 
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3.8  A Classification of Cities 

The variety across cities indicated above can be organised into a classification. For each city, the 

coefficient of variation across its three sub-composite index scores measures how unevenly its 

aesthetic innovation capacity is distributed. Cities in the lowest third of this measure are classified 

as Balanced, and the remainder are classified by whichever capacity - Production-Led, Market-

Led or Consumption-Led - records their highest score. This classification is deliberately built from 

the WACI composite index rather than the Intensity Index. A city’s absolute capacity, not its 

capacity relative to population, is measured, so that a large and comprehensively strong city is not 

misclassified as narrowly specialised simply because its huge population dilutes its per-capita 

figures. This classification produces four groups, each presented in its own table below: fifteen 

Balanced cities (Table 8), thirteen Production-Led (Table 9), ten Market-Led (Table 10), and 

twelve Consumption-Led (Table 11). 

Rank City Country Overall score 
1 New York United States 496.1 
2 London United Kingdom 339.6 
9 Brussels Belgium 116.9 
11 Seoul South Korea 112.8 
14 Milan Italy 105.6 
16 Beijing China 98.1 
24 San Francisco United States 81.0 
26 Sydney Australia 79.9 
33 Singapore Singapore 65.0 
34 Taipei Taiwan 62.8 
35 Munich Germany 61.8 
38 Turin Italy 59.1 
43 Guangzhou China 55.2 
44 Montreal Canada 55.1 
45 Istanbul Turkey 51.7 

Table 8. Balanced Cities: no sub-composite index more than moderately stronger than the others. 

Rank City Country Overall score 
4 Berlin Germany 202.8 
5 Los Angeles United States 185.7 
12 Amsterdam Netherlands 111.0 
13 Chicago United States 108.0 
31 Antwerp Belgium 66.0 
32 Cologne Germany 65.4 
37 Johannesburg South Africa 59.7 
41 Austin United States 56.6 
42 Dubai United Arab Emirates 56.5 
46 Düsseldorf Germany 49.4 
47 Dublin Ireland 47.7 
48 Edinburgh United Kingdom 44.1 
50 Brasília Brazil 23.7 

Table 9. Production-Led Cities. 

Rank City Country Overall score 
3 Paris France 236.5 
15 Tokyo Japan 103.3 
19 Toronto Canada 91.9 
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Rank City Country Overall score 
21 Hong Kong China 89.2 
23 Madrid Spain 82.1 
25 Basel Switzerland 80.8 
29 Zurich Switzerland 69.1 
36 Stockholm Sweden 60.6 
39 Warsaw Poland 58.0 
49 Nanjing China 35.7 

Table 10. Market-Led Cities. 

Rank City Country Overall score 
6 Shanghai China 163.6 
7 Barcelona Spain 141.9 
8 São Paulo Brazil 119.8 
10 Vienna Austria 113.7 
17 Mexico City Mexico 96.4 
18 Rome Italy 92.2 
20 Buenos Aires Argentina 91.0 
22 Melbourne Australia 86.3 
27 Venice Italy 73.6 
28 Helsinki Finland 72.0 
30 Lisbon Portugal 68.3 
40 Oslo Norway 57.0 

Table 11. Consumption-Led Cities. 

Europe, with half the sample, appears in substantial numbers in all four groups, but Asia and 

South America each show a clear skew. Half of the sample’s ten Asian cities - Seoul, Beijing, 

Singapore, Taipei and Guangzhou, are Balanced - against three in ten for the sample as a whole, 

consistent with the integrated production-market-consumption ecosystems documented in the 

East Asian city-classification discussion in Section 4. Two of South America’s three cities - São 

Paulo and Buenos Aires - are Consumption-Led, reflecting the strength of the region’s biennial 

and museum culture relative to a comparatively thinner commercial gallery sector. Johannesburg, 

the sample’s only African city, is Production-Led. 

The practical implication is that a single overall rank understates how differently cities arrive at 

their position in the WACI. Two cities with similar overall scores can represent entirely different 

kinds of aesthetically innovative city, one broadly capable across production, market and 

consumption alike, another highly effective in one dimension and comparatively undeveloped in 

the other two. Sections 4 to 6 return to several of the more sharply specialised cities in this 

classification directly, and analysing their sub-composite profile against the place-type 

mechanisms and artist-level evidence help explain this specialisation. 

3.9  A Scenario for 2035 

It is useful to develop a scenario for WACI 2035 in order to consider future emerging trends and 

the dataset allows such a scenario to be established. To begin with, rhe Power 100 components 

measuring influence (agency) and feeding the Production Places Index and Market Places Index 

have a twenty-year history (used throughout Section 4), and can be projected forward on that 

basis. A further, specifically sourced pipeline of named, confirmed new museum projects across 

the sample provides a third, evidenced basis for consumption places. 
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For Production Places and Market Places, a linear regression fitted to each city’s five-point Power 

100 history (2005-2025) is extrapolated to 2035; cities with no Power 100 presence in a category 

are held at zero growth for that measure rather than fitted to a flat, meaningless series. For 

Consumption Places, a targeted search identified seventeen confirmed, named new museum or 

major institution-defining expansion projects, with opening dates from 2026 to 2035, across 

eleven of the fifty cities: New York, Los Angeles, London, Berlin, Brussels, Amsterdam, Helsinki, 

Shanghai, Tokyo, Dubai and Oslo.14 Berlin Modern, a newly named institution extending the Neue 

Nationalgalerie at a cost of over half a billion euros, is the most significant single addition 

identified, and also the clearest illustration of the risk in this kind of exercise, since its opening 

date has slipped from 2027 to 2030 across four successive announcements. The remaining thirty-

nine cities returned no confirmed pipeline addition in the searches conducted; this is recorded as 

absence of evidence rather than evidence of absence, and their Consumption score is held 

constant. 

Table 12 sets out the resulting 2035 forecast for all fifty cities, ranked by 2035 score alongside 

each city’s 2026 rank and score and the resulting change in both. New York remains first by a 

wide margin despite the largest percentage decline in the sample (-28.2 per cent), a direct 

consequence of its Power 100 Market presence continuing the same multi-decade erosion 

documented in Section 4. London shows a smaller decline for the same underlying reason. Berlin 

rises from fourth to third, its strongest showing driven jointly by continued production growth 

and Berlin Modern’s eventual addition to its consumption count. Los Angeles rises on the strength 

of its unusually dense museum pipeline (three confirmed projects, the most of any city in the 

sample). Hong Kong shows the largest rank change in either direction, rising thirteen places from 

twenty-first to eighth, and the largest percentage gain among cities inside the top twenty (+70.7 

per cent). Furthermore, São Paulo, Seoul and Brussels all show gains above 25 per cent. 

An economic and demographic extension of this forecast, scaling each city’s score by projected 

national GDP growth15 and United Nations population change,16 was constructed and tested but is 

not used here. Diagnostic comparison found its apparent effect was substantially a restatement of 

national GDP growth rather than a true WACI-specific finding. Overall, three qualifications apply 

to the final exercise adopted. First, every quantified projection rests on a five-point series and a 

straight line fitted through it, and a large structural break may invalidate any of these projections 

well before 2035. Second, every named museum project is a commitment, not a certainty, and 

Berlin Modern’s own repeated delay is evidence that postponement, not cancellation, is the more 

common failure mode. Third, this exercise can only project forward what is already visible in the 

cities’ pipelines and trend data. It says nothing about the other less transparent plans, nor about 

developments, technologies, or shifts in the market’s centre of gravity not yet apparent from 

today’s vantage point. 
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2035 
Forecast 

Rank 

City 2026 Rank 2026 Score 2035 Score Rank change Score change 
(%) 

1 New York 1 496.1 356.0 0 -28.2 
2 London 2 339.6 296.9 0 -12.6 
3 Berlin 4 202.8 249.9 +1 +23.2 
4 Paris 3 236.5 236.6 -1 +0.0 
5 Los Angeles 5 185.7 224.1 0 +20.7 
6 Shanghai 6 163.6 164.4 0 +0.5 
7 São Paulo 8 119.8 157.1 +1 +31.1 
8 Hong Kong 21 89.2 152.3 +13 +70.7 
9 Seoul 11 112.8 148.6 +2 +31.7 
10 Brussels 9 116.9 139.1 -1 +19.0 
11 Barcelona 7 141.9 136.7 -4 -3.7 
12 Chicago 13 108.0 119.9 +1 +11 
13 Vienna 10 113.7 112.3 -3 -1.2 
14 Milan 14 105.6 109.8 0 +4.0 
15 Beijing 16 98.1 106.8 +1 +8.9 
16 Tokyo 15 103.3 104.0 -1 +0.7 
17 Amsterdam 12 111.0 99.2 -5 -10.6 
18 Mexico City 17 96.4 93.1 -1 -3.4 
19 Toronto 19 91.9 91.4 0 -0.5 
20 Buenos Aires 20 91.0 90.0 0 -1.1 
21 Rome 18 92.2 89.5 -3 -2.9 
22 Melbourne 22 86.3 85.5 0 -0.9 
23 Madrid 23 82.1 82.2 0 +0.1 
24 San Francisco 24 81.0 79.2 0 -2.2 
25 Sydney 26 79.9 77.4 +1 -3.1 
26 Turin 38 59.1 75.1 +12 +27.1 
27 Helsinki 28 72.0 72.2 +1 +0.3 
28 Johannesburg 37 59.7 69.8 +9 +16.9 
29 Venice 27 73.6 68.8 -2 -6.5 
30 Lisbon 30 68.3 66.1 0 -3.2 
31 Antwerp 31 66.0 63.2 0 -4.2 
32 Singapore 33 65.0 63.0 +1 -3.1 
33 Cologne 32 65.4 62.0 -1 -5.2 
34 Taipei 34 62.8 61.8 0 -1.6 
35 Munich 35 61.8 60.2 0 -2.6 
36 Stockholm 36 60.6 59.8 0 -1.3 
37 Oslo 40 57.0 58.8 +3 +3.2 
38 Warsaw 39 58.0 57.6 +1 -0.7 
39 Guangzhou 43 55.2 54.7 +4 -0.9 

40= Dubai 42 56.5 54.3 +2 -3.9 
40= Austin 41 56.6 54.3 +1 -4.1 
42 Montreal 44 55.1 53.0 +2 -3.8 
43 Istanbul 45 51.7 51.2 +2 -1.0 
44 Basel 25 80.8 49.9 -19 -38.2 
45 Zurich 29 69.1 48.4 -16 -30 
46 Düsseldorf 46 49.4 47.5 0 -3.8 
47 Dublin 47 47.7 46.1 0 -3.4 
48 Edinburgh 48 44.1 42.7 0 -3.2 
49 Nanjing 49 35.7 35.1 0 -1.7 
50 Brasília 50 23.7 22.5 0 -5.1 

Table 12. WACI 2035 forecast: overall rank and score with change from 2026. 
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Image: Interior of Fondation Louis Vuitton - Paris Forecast to Lose Ground to Berlin (Source: Author’s 
Photograph). 
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4  The Changing Geography of Creative Ecosystems 

Section 3 measured the sphere of art and creative ecosystems from the outside, aggregating fifty 

cities’ capacity to produce, market and consume aesthetically innovative work into the World Art 

Cities Index (WACI). This section and the next return to that sphere from the inside. Whereas the 

WACI indicates that aesthetic infrastructure has dispersed well beyond the historic Western core, 

this section asks why. In particular, it examines the mechanisms that have driven this evolution 

as well as those cities, places and practitioners exemplifying these mechanisms, alongside 

illustration as to what the resulting geography actually looks like at the level of individual artists 

rather than an aggregate score. 

4.1  What the data show about production and validation 

It is clear that tracking contemporary art through exhibitions rather than sales shows that 

production is multipolar. Exhibition-indexing platforms and the biennial-network literature 

indicate that Europe (outside of the United Kingdom) accounts for a far larger share of the world’s 

contemporary exhibitions than of its auction value, and that the non-commercial circuit looks 

quite different from the saleroom.17 The biennial is the clearest case. Geospatial analysis of the 

major international biennials shows that the majority are now held outside the historic Western 

centres, and the artists they draw on are correspondingly more geographically diverse than those 

who dominate the saleroom.18 

The existing literature explains why production disperses where the market concentrates. The two 

respond to opposite incentives. Artists cluster where studios are affordable, where public funding 

and institutional infrastructure exist, not where the buyers are. The ‘Berlin paradox’ is indicative 

of this pattern. One of the world’s highest densities of working artists coexists with a small high-

end sales market, so that Berlin-based artists depend on galleries in other capitals to survive 

commercially.19 The same logic disperses production to Lagos, Mexico City and the wider field of 

places beyond the hubs. The artists who succeed at auction are often a narrow, financialised pool 

concentrated in the major Western and Chinese mega-galleries, whereas the artists shown in 

biennials and museums are far more globally diverse because curatorial and non-profit 

ecosystems look worldwide for whom to show. 

An engine of validated cultural production is, to a substantial degree, being 

recognised in places far from where its value is ultimately realised. 

The contrast between the two geographies, as the literature describes them, is presented in Table 

13. 
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 Production geography (where art is 
made / shown) 

 

Transaction geography (where art is 
monetised) 

Primary hubs Berlin, Los Angeles, Mexico City, Lagos, 
Tokyo, alongside London and New York 

 

New York, London, Hong Kong and Beijing 

Concentration Dispersed: no small set of countries 
dominates where artists work 

 

Highly concentrated: three countries 
command roughly three-quarters of value 

Primary drivers Affordable studio space, public grants, 
institutional infrastructure and velocity 

 

Tax and legal frameworks, density of ultra-
high-net-worth buyers, logistics 

Selection logic Curatorial and non-profit: biennials and 
museums look globally 

 

Commercial: a narrow, financialised pool of 
market-represented artists 

Table 13. Two geographies compared: production and validation against the market. 

Source: author’s synthesis of Art Basel and UBS reports and the biennial-network analysis presented below. 
The two columns describe the same art world measured at two different points. 

The reporting presented in the exhibit below is interesting because it documents the machinery 

by which the periphery and regional hubs are becoming sites of recognised production in their 

own right, and a brake on the historic ‘artistic brain drain’. By supplying local institutional 

infrastructure, market access and a domestic collector base, these more newly acknowledged 

ecosystems allow art to be made and increasingly validated outside the Western centres, even as 

final high-value monetisation still tends to fly to the old hubs. It is this machinery, operationalised 

at city scale, that the WACI’s Production Places Index is designed to capture, and the place-type 

analysis later in this section traces these mechanisms through a documented sample of individual 

practitioners. 

How emerging ecosystems are fostering local production 

State-backed ecosystems (the Gulf) 

State capital builds production capacity directly. In Saudi Arabia, the JAX District in Riyadh and 
Diriyah Art Futures fund residencies, research and production grants ahead of new institutions, 
accelerated by Art Basel Qatar and fairs in Abu Dhabi. The market demands local narratives, and 
the work shifts toward digital, kinetic and architectural forms. 

The commuter-market effect (East Asia) 

Globalised art weeks in Seoul and Tokyo bring international attention directly to local studios. 
Frieze Seoul, paired with the domestic Kiaf fair, and awards commissioning young local artists, let 
a domestic collector base - increasingly buyers under fifty favouring regional over Western work - 
fund artists to stay and scale up at home. 

Decentralised commercial proliferation (Africa) 

Domestic fairs - ART X Lagos, Investec Cape Town, FNB Art Joburg - have matured local gallery 
infrastructure to the point where it can carry studio costs, so that monumental, technically 
demanding work is produced on the continent rather than exported as raw talent to be monetised 
abroad. 
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These emergent forces show a particular spatial form. The geography of innovation has long been 

dominated by what might be called the urban-agglomeration thesis, the body of theory, drawing 

on Jane Jacobs, Richard Florida and the work of Alfred Marshall and Paul Romer on localised 

knowledge spillovers,20 which holds that density, diversity and proximity make the large city the 

natural home of innovation. If that thesis held without qualification, the geography of aesthetic 

innovation would tend to remain monocentric. However, a growing economic geography 

literature has begun to challenge this. 

Richard Shearmur and colleagues argue that when innovation is treated as a process rather than 

as a count of patents, there is nothing intrinsic to it that confines it to cities, and that the apparent 

absence of peripheral innovation is partly an artefact of measures that overlook it.21 In a recent 

reframing, they propose that centre and periphery are better understood not as fixed places but 

as positions in a field, a move that strips the periphery of its customary association with 

backwardness.22 This report’s evidence, recognising that aesthetic innovation is now produced 

well beyond the historic core, is in many ways the art-world case of this argument.23 

Rather than a single dominant core drawing talent inward from an undifferentiated margin, the 

contemporary geography is better pictured as a set of innovation hub cities that are networked to 

one another, each of which anchors and feeds a constellation of smaller innovation satellite cities 

around it. Two features distinguish this picture from the monocentric model. The first is lateral 

whereby the hubs are connected to each other, so that innovation circulates between centres 

rather than radiating from one. The second is distributive whereby each hub is bound to its own 

satellites, so that innovation is transmitted outward to smaller places rather than being hoarded 

at the centre. 

4.1.1  The distributional question, and a darker reading 

Network models describe how innovation is relationally arranged in space. They does not by 

themselves indicate how the gains from that arrangement are distributed, but the wider literature 

on the geography of innovation gives strong reasons to expect them to be distributed unequally. 

Innovation does not merely happen within cities and regions but is instead a force underlying 

their formation and evolution.24 The historical evolution of cities and regions has tended toward 

growing economic divergence across territorial boundaries, and recent decades have seen the rise 

of an elite band of superstar cities, among them London, New York, San Francisco and Los 

Angeles, that are becoming economically decoupled from the other cities and regions of their own 

nations, with significantly widening development gaps the result.25 

Whether the pre-eminence of these superstar cities is secure over the long term is, however, an 

open question. Jacobs argued that when the distribution of power in a city becomes restricted to 

a relatively small number of agents, its longer-term development prospects are likely to be 

harmed, and that the narrow power base of cities such as New York in the mid-twentieth century 

was itself a cause of urban decline.26 Based on this argument, it is the subsequent broadening of 

power across wider networks of agency that has driven such cities’ rejuvenation, and the networks 

that foster innovation are crucial to that development.27 
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The implication for the art world’s geography is clear. A configuration in which worth remains 

fixed by a narrow concentration of agents and institutions, however gravitationally dominant, 

may be less durable than one in which the capacity to confer recognition is more widely 

distributed. This is a live question for the WACI’s own top-ranked cities, not a settled one but New 

York’s declining artistic power, documented later in this section, is at a minimum consistent with 

it. 

This raises the harder question of the darker side of innovation. The same processes that make a 

city a hub of innovation also tend to concentrate the rewards, and a growing literature documents 

the unevenness that accompanies innovation-led urban growth.28 The city has long been theorised 

as a growth machine exploited by elites, and inequality is increasingly understood not as 

incidental to innovation-led development but as partly an outcome of its own drivers, mechanisms 

and processes.29  

As cities become more attractive locations for the high returns that innovation promises, negative 

externalities in the form of the rising cost of living, the loss of affordable housing and workspace, 

and the displacement of existing communities, become accentuated rather than relieved.30 The 

creative economy is not exempt from this dynamic. If anything, the artist is frequently its leading 

edge, the figure whose presence renders a district visible as ‘creative’ before the capital that 

displaces both the artist and the prior community. 

These considerations invite a deliberately provocative question, which this report raises rather 

than resolves, i.e. whether the creative city model, in which cultural production is enlisted as an 

engine of urban economic development, is entering a period of crisis. The spatial mismatch 

documented in this section between the diffusion of production and validation and the continued 

concentration of the monetisation of worth are clear geographic suggestions of such a crisis. 

Fundamentally, while aesthetic innovation now occurs globally across a range of places, it is still 

economically captured in a narrower one, and the gap between the two is precisely where the 

promise of the creative city comes under strain. 

4.2  Shifting back to the empirics, and the artists analysed 

To trace the mechanisms described at the level of real practitioners rather than aggregate data, 

this section and the next draw on a sample of 36 contemporary artists drawn from the rosters of 

the two most prominent recurring events in the international art calendar: the Venice Biennale 

and Art Basel. These events were chosen because they represent the two principal circuits through 

which contemporary aesthetic innovation is institutionally recognised - the sovereign and 

curatorial circuit and the commercial and gallery circuit - and because participation in them is 

determined by independent institutional processes rather than by the author of this report. Venice 

Biennale and Art Basel represent two contrasting kinds of global recognition. Venice is organised 

around prestige, rather than sales, as the form of recognition it confers.31 Basel is organised 

around the gallery, price and market validation, which are its currency.32 The two are 

complementary rather than rival circuits, and a contemporary artist’s standing is typically 

constructed across both. 
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The sample spans three documented pools, Venice Biennale 2024, Venice Biennale 2026 and Art 

Basel 2024-2026. Institutional gatekeepers, not the author of this report, performed the primary 

selection of who counts as a recognised aesthetic innovator. In this case, the author’s role is to 

code and analyse the already-selected artists on domicile and medium. This separation of 

selection from coding and the full sampling protocol is set out in Appendix A. 

The spatial variable coded for each artist is domicile, i.e. where they actually live and work, rather 

than birthplace, nationality, or exhibition venue. Domicile shapes the conditions under which 

work is made, the studios and materials an artist can access, the local scenes and collaborators 

around them, and the relationship between practice and place, which is what the creative 

ecosystem framework introduced in Section 2 is concerned with.33 Each artist is assigned to one 

of four place-types on this basis, core city, periphery, regional hub, or hybrid (dual-domicile). 

Table 14 presents the full sample with each artist’s form of aesthetic innovation, domicile, place-

type, category of innovation, and examples of publicly verifiable recognition.  

# Artist Aesthetic innovation Domicile Place-type Indicative 
Innovation 

Type 

Examples of 
public 

recognition 
1 Archie Moore Hand-drawn chalk 

genealogical map 
Brisbane / 
Queensland 

Periphery Narrative-led Golden Lion, Venice 
Biennale 2024 

2 Yuko Mohri Bio-kinetic rotting-fruit 
sound systems 

Tokyo Core Event-based Japan Pavilion, 
Venice Biennale 2024 

3 Wael Shawky Operatic sung 
historiographic film 

Doha / Alexandria Regional hub 
(dual) 

Narrative-led Documenta 13 

4 John Akomfrah Multi-screen acoustic film 
collage 

London Core Narrative-led Turner Prize 
nomination 

5 Julien Creuzet Algorithmic video + hydro-
acoustic sculpture 

Montreuil (Paris) Core Technology-
led 

France Pavilion, 
Venice Biennale 2024 

6 Kapwani Kiwanga Conterie glass-bead 
architectural intervention 

Paris Core Craft-based Prix Marcel Duchamp 
winner 

7 Glicéria 
Tupinambá 

Communal feather-cloak 
(manto) weaving 

Serra do Padeiro, 
Bahia 

Periphery Craft-based São Paulo Biennial 
2023 

8 Jeffrey Gibson Hyper-chromatic 
Indigenous/queer beadwork 

Hudson Valley, NY Periphery Craft-based US Pavilion, Venice 
Biennale 2024 

9 Inuuteq Storch Snapshot + archival 
decolonial photography 

Sisimiut, 
Greenland 

Periphery Narrative-led Greenland Pavilion, 
Venice Biennale 2024 

10 WangShui Machine-learning -> etched 
aluminium + LED 

New York Core Technology-
led 

Whitney Biennial 
2022 

11 Yael Bartana CGI spaceship ‘pre-
enactment’ film 

Berlin + 
Amsterdam 

Core Technology-
led 

Documenta 12 & 14 

12 Dana Awartani Darning on medicinally-dyed 
silk 

New York + 
Jeddah 

Hybrid Craft-based Sharjah Biennial 
2023 

13 Cauleen Smith Immersive moving-image 
installation 

Los Angeles Core Narrative-led Whitney Biennial 
2017 

14 Yto Barrada Natural-dye textile / abstract 
panels 

New York + 
Tangier 

Hybrid Craft-based Tate Modern 
acquisition 

15 Abbas Akhavan Site-specific ephemeral / 
earthen installation 

Montreal + Berlin Core Event-based Sobey Art Award 
winner 

16 Ei Arakawa-Nash Collaborative participatory 
performance 

Los Angeles Core Event-based Documenta 14 

17 Isabel Nolan Sculpture + hand-tufted 
tapestry 

Dublin Periphery Craft-based IMMA acquisition 

18 Kader Attia ‘Repair’ / visible-mending 
sculpture 

Berlin + Paris Core Craft-based Documenta 13 & 14 

19 Ibrahim Mahama Jute-sack architectural 
cladding 

Tamale / Accra, 
Ghana 

Periphery Narrative-led Ghana Pavilion, 
Venice Biennale 2019 

20 Nairy 
Baghramian 

Abstract bodily / prosthetic 
sculpture 

Berlin Core Narrative-led Nasher Prize winner 

21 Hito Steyerl Video-essay / digital-image 
installation 

Berlin Core Technology-
led 

ArtReview Power 100 
#1 

22 Avery Singer 3D-model -> airbrushed 
grisaille 

New York Core Technology-
led 

Hauser & Wirth 
gallery representation 
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# Artist Aesthetic innovation Domicile Place-type Indicative 
Innovation 

Type 

Examples of 
public 

recognition 
23 Trevor Paglen Surveillance-infrastructure 

photography 
United States 
(core) 

Core Technology-
led 

MacArthur 
Fellowship 

24 Sung Tieu Infrasound + bureaucratic-
architecture 

Berlin Core Event-based Frieze Artist Award 

25 Zoe Leonard Room-scale camera-obscura 
+ photography 

New York + Marfa Core Event-based Whitney Museum 
retrospective 

26 Walid Raad Atlas Group 
historiographical fictions 

New York + Beirut Core Narrative-led Documenta 11 & 13 

27 Oriol Vilanova Flea-market postcard grids Brussels + 
Barcelona 

Core Narrative-led MACBA acquisition 

28 Rafael Lozano-
Hemmer 

Biometric / heartbeat 
installations 

Montreal + Madrid Core Technology-
led 

MoMA + Tate 
acquisitions 

29 Ryoji Ikeda Data / binary-code sound + 
light 

Paris + Kyoto Core Technology-
led 

Major public 
commissions 

30 Amina Agueznay Collaborative wool/textile 
weaving 

Marrakech + 
Casablanca 

Regional hub Craft-based Marrakech Biennale 

31 Precious 
Okoyomon 

Living/decaying plant-
ecosystems + poetry 

New York Core Event-based Frieze Artist Award 

32 Goshka Macuga Archival installation + 
Jacquard tapestry 

London Core Narrative-led Turner Prize 
nomination 

33 Andreas Gursky Digitally-stitched 
monumental photography 

Düsseldorf Core Technology-
led 

Auction record 
(~US$4.3M) 

34 John Gerrard Real-time game-engine 
simulation 

Dublin + Vienna Core Technology-
led 

Venice Biennale 2009 

35 Diego Marcon Uncanny CGI / prosthetic 
cinematic loops 

Milan Core Technology-
led 

Venice Biennale 2022 

36 Farah Al Qasimi Photography + vinyl-
wallpaper installation 

Brooklyn + Dubai Hybrid Technology-
led 

MoMA + Guggenheim 
acquisitions 

Table 14. The contemporary aesthetic innovators by domicile, place-type and category of innovation. 

An initial categorisation of the artists shows that while the core cities remain the single largest 

category, a substantial minority of these recognised innovators are domiciled in peripheries and 

rising regional hubs or across dual locations that belong to two worlds at once. These categories 

are defined by the configuration of conditions an artist’s domicile presents along two dimensions: 

(1) the institutional and infrastructural density of the place, and (2) the agency and connectivity 

profile it affords. Four types recur in the sample (Table 15): 

• A core city combines a high density of established institutions, galleries, fairs and technical 

infrastructure with agency supplied largely by inward global mobility and a dense, 

outward connectivity to the international circuit (twenty-five of the 36 artists are based in 

such places). 

• A periphery has low formal institutional density but strong local and cultural specificity, 

with agency rooted in place-specific knowledge, materials and a connectivity that is real 

but oriented away from the historic core (with six artists being based in peripheries). 

• A regional hub has mid-level and rising institutional density, often supported by sovereign 

or heritage investment, where local agency is fused with a deliberately constructed global 

connectivity (with two artists located here). 

• Finally, the hybrid or dual-domicile artists hold a documented dual residence spanning 

two ecosystems, operating multi-scalar agency and connectivity at the local and global 

scales simultaneously (three in the sample). 
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The periphery and the regional hub may look similar from a distance but the criterion that 

separates them is the presence of rising, often state-backed, institutional density. A regional hub 

is actively building the infrastructure of a creative ecosystem at international scale, whereas a 

periphery sustains recognised practice through local embeddedness and the national and biennial 

circuits, without that concentration of investment. However, the categories are not airtight and a 

small number of cases sit close to a boundary. 

Place-type Institutional & infrastructural 
conditions 

 

Agency & connectivity profile In the 
sample 

Core city High density of established art 
institutions, galleries, fairs and 
technical infrastructure 

 

Agency supplied by inward global 
mobility; connectivity dense and 
outward to the international circuit 

25 artists 

Periphery Low formal institutional density; 
strong local and cultural specificity 

Agency rooted in place-specific 
knowledge and materials; connectivity 
real but oriented away from the historic 
core 

6 artists 

Regional hub Mid-level and rising institutional 
density, often with sovereign or 
heritage investment 

 

Local agency fused with deliberately 
constructed global connectivity 

2 artists 

Hybrid Documented dual residence 
spanning two ecosystems 

 

Multi-scalar: local and global agency 
and connectivity held simultaneously 

3 artists 

Table 15. Defining the creative ecosystem place-types. 

4.3  Core cities 

Twenty-five of the 36 artists are domiciled in established core cities: New York, Berlin, Paris, 

London, Los Angeles, Tokyo, Düsseldorf, Milan and a small number of others. The persistence of 

the core is real and should not be understated. The historic capitals continue to concentrate 

agency, connectivity and prestige, much as the spatial lock-in literature would predict.34 In the 

terms of the extended framework, the core is where global connectivity is densest, the gallery-

museum circuit, the fairs, the critical press, and where the fastest, most technology-led forms of 

dynamism are concentrated, as confirmed by the WACI.  

Avery Singer’s 3D-modelled grisaille, Ryoji Ikeda’s data-driven sound and light, Hito Steyerl’s 

digital-image essays and John Gerrard’s game-engine simulations are all made in core cities, and 

are potentially dependent on concentrations of technical infrastructure, capital and specialist 

collaboration that the core uniquely supplies. 

Agency in the core is marked less by rootedness than by mobility. Many core-based artists are 

themselves transnational, Nairy Baghramian in Berlin by way of Isfahan, Julien Creuzet in the 

Paris orbit by way of Martinique, Kader Attia between Berlin and Paris with Algerian roots, so 

that the diversity of the core ecosystem is supplied substantially by global circulation into it. 

Connectivity is correspondingly outward-facing. The relationships that matter most run through 

the international circuit rather than through a bounded local scene. 

Two conversations at the Art Basel fair the author of this report attended refined these 

relationships. Oriol Vilanova, born near Barcelona and based in Brussels, builds his work from 
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picture postcards and artefacts gathered in flea markets, and his gallery representative explained 

that he is located in Brussels partly for the scale of its markets. His domicile follows the material 

requirements of the practice itself, and his work takes as its explicit subject the way worth is 

established and maintained in the art world, and the way exhibition circuits confer or withhold 

validation. This example shows that a core or near-core base is not always chosen for prestige; it 

can be chosen for the concrete conditions a body of work needs.35 

Precious Okoyomon, a poet and artist born in London in 1993, raised partly in Ohio and now 

based in New York, shows a different relationship to the core city. Their living installations, made 

from soil, plants and insects and left to change over the course of an exhibition and take New York 

and its ecological future as material and subject. For Okoyomon the core city is not a neutral 

platform but the thing the work is about, an artist using the core to ask what the core itself will 

become. 

4.4  Peripheries and seedbeds 

Six artists are domiciled in peripheries: Ibrahim Mahama in Tamale; Glicéria Tupinambá in a 

village in southern Bahia; Inuuteq Storch in Sisimiut in Greenland; Jeffrey Gibson in the rural 

Hudson Valley; Archie Moore in Queensland; and Isabel Nolan in Dublin. These are not failed or 

aspiring core artists but recognised innovators whose practice is constituted by its distance from 

the core. In many ways, they exemplify local agency and emergence, and their innovation is rooted 

in place-specific knowledge, materials and histories. 

Other examples provide insights on the nature of innovation and its geographical roots. 

Tupinambá’s communal feather-cloak weaving is inseparable from the Tupinambá community 

itself and its repatriation struggles. In essence, the work could not be lifted out of its place without 

ceasing to be what it is. Storch’s photography turns the vernacular of Greenlandic life into a 

decolonial visual language precisely by being made from within it, rather than observed from the 

metropolitan outside. Moore’s chalk genealogy and Gibson’s beadwork similarly draw their force 

from indigenous knowledge that is constituted locally. In each case the periphery is not a 

disadvantage to be overcome but the very ground of the innovation, a seedbed rather than a 

backwater. 

Mahama is perhaps the clearest illustration of how connectivity is being rebuilt on peripheral 

terms. Rather than relocating to a core city, he has constructed institutions in Tamale including 

the Savannah Centre for Contemporary Art, the Red Clay studio complex and the Nkrumah Voli-

ni, as well as importing residencies, exhibitions and international visitors to northern Ghana.36 In 

the form outlined by the extended creative ecosystem model, he is assembling global connectivity 

around a resolutely local agency, demonstrating that connective infrastructure of the type 

identified as decisive for creative ecosystems need not be confined to the historic centres. Finally, 

Isabel Nolan’s Dublin and Archie Moore’s Queensland are softer cases of the same logic, domiciles 

outside the primary hubs that nonetheless sustain internationally recognised practices, supported 

by national institutions and the biennial circuit rather than by proximity to a core scene. 
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4.5  Regional hubs 

A third place-type is positioned between core and periphery, in the form of rising regional hubs, 

which are often backed by sovereign or heritage investment. Amina Agueznay in Marrakech and 

Casablanca, and Wael Shawky in Alexandria work in centres that are neither peripheral nor part 

of the historic Western core, but that are building creative ecosystem conditions of their own.37 

This pattern connects to the tendency for Gulf and East Asian cities to invest in cultural 

infrastructure as a deliberate component of long-term urban strategy. 

Local and global dynamics are often fused in these hubs. For example, Agueznay’s practice is built 

on collaboration with Moroccan artisans and the wool, weaving and architectural traditions of the 

region, a deeply local agency. However, it is mobilised through national cultural programmes and 

in 2026 a first national pavilion at Venice, a clear global form of connectivity. Shawky has 

combined an internationally circulating film and performance practice with the founding of MASS 

Alexandria, an independent study programme intended to build artistic infrastructure in his own 

city rather than export talent from it. Across these cases, the regional hub is a place actively 

constructing the conditions of a creative ecosystem where they did not previously exist at 

international scale, with a deliberate cultivation of agency, connectivity and dynamism of the kind 

any creative ecosystems policy agenda envisages. 

4.6  Hybrid, dual-domicile artists 

The fourth place-type covers three artists - Dana Awartani (New York and Jeddah), Yto Barrada 

(New York and Tangier) and Farah Al Qasimi (Brooklyn and Dubai) – who maintain dual 

domiciles that span a Western core and a regional or Gulf hub. These are not artists who have 

moved from one place to another, but artists who live and work in both at once, and whose practice 

draws on the resources of each. 

• Barrada’s dye-garden eco-campus - The Mothership - near Tangier supplies the naturally 

dyed textiles that are then shown through the New York and London gallery systems. In 

effect, the work is literally grown in one domicile and circulated through the other. 

• Awartani’s darning on medicinally dyed silk is produced in collaboration with artisans in 

Kerala and a practice based partly in Jeddah, then mediated through a New York base and 

the biennial circuit. 

• Al Qasimi’s photography and vinyl-wrapped installations move between the visual 

cultures of the Gulf and the United States as their explicit subject. 

The hybrids do not occupy the local or the global part of the creative ecosystem framework. But 

both simultaneously.38 The fact that all three hybrid artists bridge a Western core and a Gulf or 

North African hub is perhaps not incidental. It suggests that the dual-domicile pattern is, at least 

in part, a product of the same sovereign and heritage investment that is building new regional 

hubs, and that the relationship between the old core and the new hubs is becoming a two-way 

circulation rather than a one-way drift toward the centre. 
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4.7  Trajectories: the direction of travel 

The place-types describe where the artists are domiciled now but they do not show how each artist 

arrived there. Analysing the same sample as trajectories from birthplace through training to 

current base adds this dimension. It shows the direction a career has travelled, as well as what 

that direction shows about where recognition is now made. 

Overall, the dominant pull is still inward and nineteen of the 36 artists were born or raised outside 

the established centres and moved towards them for training and career. Kapwani Kiwanga 

moved from Hamilton to Paris, Wang Shui from Dallas to New York, Andreas Gursky from Leipzig 

into the Becher school at Düsseldorf. A further three reached the core as children whose families 

were fleeing conflict. 

Against this current, a smaller group moves the other way, with four artists being trained in the 

core but then returning to a peripheral or regional-hub home: Inuuteq Storch to Sisimiut; Jeffrey 

Gibson to the Hudson Valley; Wael Shawky to Alexandria; and Amina Agueznay to Marrakech. 

Potentially, they acquired the core’s credentials and chose not to remain, and three of the four 

hold the highest tierx of recognition, so the return is unlikely to carry any cost in prestige. A third 

group never made the journey at all. Among the periphery-stayers are Archie Moore in Brisbane, 

Glicéria Tupinambá in Bahia and Ibrahim Mahama in Tamale who all reached the top of the field, 

two of them at its apex, without ever relocating towards it. 

Set against the institutions that conferred recognition, the trajectories highlight a second pattern. 

While the places internationally recognised artists live have multiplied, the institutions that 

‘consecrate’ them have not. The same short list recurs through almost every biography such as an 

acquisition at MoMA, Tate or the Centre Pompidou, and representation by a small number of 

established galleries. In this way the institutional escalator stays anchored in the historic core 

even when the artists riding it do not.  

Mahama lives and builds in Tamale and was recognised by Venice, documenta and White Cube. 

Storch lives in Sisimiut and the recognition came from the Danish Pavilion and MoMA PS1. In 

other words, production has dispersed but the machinery that turns made work into recognised 

work has dispersed less. The clearest response to that imbalance is the counter-current through 

the building of validating infrastructure in place by Mahama, Shawky and Barrada, which begins 

to relocate a fragment of the escalator itself.39 

4.8  Creative ecosystems across place 

While the preceding subsections locate the 36 artists within the place-types, this subsection turns 

from the artists to the cities themselves, asking what kinds of creative ecosystem now populate 

each place-type. The place-types were defined conceptually above and here they are instantiated 

in real cities to better understand how ecosystems actually form in different kinds of place. A city 

‘qualifies’ for inclusion in the analysis when at least one of the 36 artists is domiciled there, 

originates there or builds institutions there.40 Table 16 sets out the scheme with cities, drawn from 

every major world region, populating all place-types, and each type is defined by a characteristic 

mechanism through which its ecosystem forms.  
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Place-type Defining mechanism Exemplar cities Key evidential 
marker 

Established core Pre-existing concentration of 
the market, institutions and 
collectors; place-making is 
maintenance 

New York, London, Paris, 
Berlin, Hong Kong 

US at 44% of global 
market value; mega-
auctions concentrated in 
New York, London and 
Hong Kong 

Regional hub Non-core city anchoring a 
region through one of 
several bottom-up 
mechanisms 

Tamale, Lagos, Accra, Dakar, 
Marrakech, Cape Town, 
Seoul, Singapore 

Mahama’s artist-run 
institutions in Tamale; 
ART X Lagos; Dak’Art 
since 1990 

Sovereign-backed 
hub 

State-directed ecosystem 
formation through 
museums, fairs and study 
programmes 

Doha, Sharjah, Abu Dhabi, 
Riyadh/Diriyah, Dubai 

Qatar Museums as the 
largest national buyer; 
Diriyah Foundation 
under the Ministry of 
Culture 

Periphery Remote origination of 
recognised work; thin 
institutional and market 
capture 

Greenland (Nuuk), 
Mississippi Delta, Manresa, 
Glasgow, Nairobi 

Storch, first Greenlandic 
artist in the Danish 
Pavilion; Jafa’s Delta 
origin 

Dual-domicile (a 
relational space) 

An artist holding a core and 
a non-core base at once 

New York-UAE, Paris-
Berlin, Doha-Alexandria 

Al Qasimi (New York-
UAE); Shawky (Doha-
Alexandria) 

Table 16. The five place-types and their exemplar cities. 

The typology table shows that the place-types are populated but it does not show how the 

ecosystems differ in form. Table 17 examines one example from each place-type through the four 

dimensions drawn from the (1) ACDE framework, (2) the character of its institutional 

infrastructure, (3) the mechanism by which artistic worth is fixed and recognition conferred, and 

(4) the ‘developmental face’ most activated in the terms of behavioural, institutional and 

economic urban change. 

City (place-
type) 

Institutional 
infrastructure 

Dominant ACDE 
signature 

Worth-fixing / 
recognition 

Forms of 
development  

 

Tamale (regional 
hub) 

Artist-run, self-funded 
(SCCA, Red Clay, 
Nkrumah Volini) 

Agency and 
connectivity rebuilt 
on peripheral terms 

Built in place, then 
routed to the core for 
market realisation 

Institutional 
and 
behavioural 

Doha 
(sovereign-
backed hub) 

State-led (Qatar 
Museums, Fire Station, 
Art Mill) 

Connectivity and 
emergence 
engineered by the 
state 

Fixed substantially by 
state institutions as the 
largest buyer 

Institutional 
and economic 

New York 
(established 
core) 

Pre-existing, self-
sustaining (auction 
houses, mega-galleries, 
museums) 

Dynamism, fast and 
market-set; agency 
as mobility 

Concentrated market; 
the dominant worth-
fixing site 

Economic 

Greenland / 
Nuuk 
(periphery) 

Modest, partly heritage-
oriented (Nuuk Art 
Museum, Katuaq) 

Agency rooted in 
place and identity; 
thin connectivity 

Routed almost entirely 
through Denmark and 
the Nordic circuit 

Behavioural 
and cultural 

New York-UAE 
(dual-domicile) 

Two infrastructures held 
at once (core apparatus 
and Gulf institutions) 

The diagonal: both 
scales held 
simultaneously 

Drawn from the core 
while rooted in the 
non-core 

Relational 
forms of 
development 

Table 17. Creative ecosystems of one sample-anchored exemplar per place-type. 
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The contrast is clearest between the artist-led and the state-led hubs, with Tamale and Doha 

occupying different place-types and forming by opposite mechanisms. Tamale is largely being 

built from the bottom up by a single artist’s agency, while in Doha developments are directed from 

the top down by a sovereign agent that is simultaneously the largest builder of infrastructure and 

the largest buyer of work. Both, however, fix worth in ways that depart from the core’s 

concentrated market, and both demonstrate that recognition-conferring capacity is now being 

constructed outside the historic centres. The periphery and the dual-domicile relationship 

complete the picture, the first showing origination without local capture, the second showing the 

most networked artists holding two scales at once. Clearly, the regional hub and the sovereign-

backed hub each house several distinct formation mechanisms. Table 18 sets these out and in 

essence they are variations within a type, not new types, but the distinctions are useful for 

understanding how an ecosystem comes into being and how durable it is likely to prove. 

Place-type Formation mechanism Exemplar cities 
 

Regional hub Artist-led (artists build institutions in 
place) 

Tamale (Mahama) 

Regional hub Market- and gallery-led Lagos (ART X Lagos, gallery 
cluster) 

Regional hub Mixed artist-, gallery- and non-profit-led Accra (Gallery 1957, Nubuke, 
dot.ateliers) 

Regional hub Biennial- and state-supported Dakar (Dak’Art, RAW Material 
Company) 

Regional hub Locally-rooted private philanthropy Marrakech (MACAAL, 1-54) 
 

Regional hub Globally-positioned private institution-
building 

Cape Town (Zeitz MOCAA) 

Sovereign-backed hub Pioneer, curatorially-led Sharjah (Biennial, Art 
Foundation) 

Sovereign-backed hub Explicitly state-directed Riyadh / Diriyah (Vision 2030, 
Ministry of Culture) 

Table 18. Formation mechanisms within the regional-hub and sovereign-backed-hub types. 

4.9  The View from Power: ArtReview’s Power 100, 2005-2025 

ArtReview’s Power 100 has been published annually since 2002 and is among the most widely 

followed attempts to rank individual influence in the contemporary art world.41 It has also been 

the subject of prior academic analysis in its own right. Prinz (2022) applies extreme-value 

distribution theory to the 2002-2019 rankings and finds that the top 99 positions are best 

described by a Fréchet distribution with a fat tail, which is evidence that a small number of 

individuals occupy the highest tier of influence for long, largely uncontested periods, even as a 

majority of entrants across the full run of rankings appear only once or twice.42 The analysis that 

follows shares this data source but asks a different question of it, focusing on the geography and 

professional category of entrants rather than the statistical shape of the concentration of power 

itself.  

Unlike the museum, gallery, and artist-base indicators used elsewhere in this report, the Power 

100 ranks people and organisations rather than cities directly: gallerists, curators, museum 
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directors, collectors, funders, artists, and a small number of critics, publishers, and institutions, 

with each assigned a rank from 1 to 100 and a short role description. 

The findings presented below are based on an analysis of five waves at five-year intervals: 2005, 

2010, 2015, 2020, and 2025, giving 499 individual entries in total. Each entry’s current base city 

was identified from ArtReview’s own descriptions or otherwise through individual research. In 

total, city of residence was identified for 494 of the 499 entries (99 per cent). The remaining five 

are collectives, artist groups, or joint entries without a single shared base and are treated as not 

applicable rather than as a gap in the data. 

Each entry’s role description was also used to derive a category. Where ArtReview’s own 

description named a category directly, this was retained and a category could be assigned for 425 

of the 499 entries (85 per cent) (the remainder, concentrated in the earliest waves, consist of bare 

names without any accompanying description in the original source). Cities are classified into the 

typology used elsewhere in this report: Core (New York, Berlin, Paris, London, Los Angeles, 

Tokyo, Düsseldorf, Milan), Regional hub (a set of sovereign, heritage, or market-power-backed 

cities including Sharjah, Dubai, Doha, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing, Seoul, Zurich, Basel, and 

others), and Periphery (all remaining cities). 

4.9.1  The 2025 Ranking 

Table 19 reports the twenty most-represented cities in the 2025 list. New York (15 entrants, 15.8 

per cent of the list) and London (12, 12.6 per cent) are the two largest single concentrations even 

in the most recent wave, together accounting for more than a quarter of the entire 2025 Power 

100. Beyond this pair, the 2025 list is markedly flat. Berlin and Paris each contribute four 

entrants, and a further twelve cities, spanning Sharjah, São Paulo, Singapore, Delhi, Hong Kong, 

Mumbai, Zurich, and Seoul among others, contribute two apiece. As would be expected, no single 

Regional hub or Periphery city rivals the historic core individually. The aggregate effect (Regional 

hub cities collectively accounting for 27.4 per cent of the 2025 list, against 5.1 per cent in 2005) is 

achieved by breadth across many cities rather than the emergence of a single new capital. 

City Entrants Share of 2025 list Place-type 
 

New York 15 15.8% Core 

London 12 12.6% Core 

Berlin 4 4.2% Core 

Paris 4 4.2% Core 

Sharjah 3 3.2% Regional hub 

São Paulo 3 3.2% Regional hub 

Singapore 2 2.1% Regional hub 

Chicago 2 2.1% Periphery 

Bangkok 2 2.1% Periphery 

Los Angeles 2 2.1% Core 

Delhi 2 2.1% Regional hub 

Hong Kong 2 2.1% Regional hub 

Tokyo 2 2.1% Core 

Mumbai 2 2.1% Regional hub 

Zurich 2 2.1% Regional hub 

Seoul 2 2.1% Regional hub 

Tamale 1 1.1% Periphery 
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City Entrants Share of 2025 list Place-type 
 

Doha 1 1.1% Regional hub 

Alexandria 1 1.1% Regional hub 

Dhaka 1 1.1% Regional hub 

Table 19. Twenty most-represented cities, ArtReview Power 100, 2025. 

4.9.2  The Full Twenty-Year Picture 

Table 20 reports the twenty most-represented cities across all five waves combined, 2005-2025. 

Aggregated across two decades, New York (128 entries, 26.2 per cent of entries) and London (67, 

13.7 per cent) again lead by a wide margin, together accounting for well over a third of all entries 

across the whole period. Zurich (12) and Hong Kong (10) are the leading non-core cities over the 

full period, ahead of long-established art capitals such as Amsterdam (6) and Cologne (5). São 

Paulo (8), Basel (7), Beijing (6), and Sharjah (6) complete a group of Regional hub cities whose 

twenty-year totals now rival and exceed several cities more conventionally associated with the 

historic core. 

These totals count total appearances (person-years) rather than unique individuals, i.e. an entrant 

present in all five waves contributes five to their city’s total. Across the 489 identified entries 

analysed here, 338 distinct individuals are involved meaning entrenched repeat presence, not 

simply breadth of new entrants, accounts for a meaningful share of every city’s aggregate total, 

New York’s most of all. 

City Total entrants Share of all entries Place-type 
 

New York 128 26.2% Core 

London 67 13.7% Core 

Berlin 27 5.5% Core 

Paris 23 4.7% Core 

Los Angeles 23 4.7% Core 

Zurich 12 2.5% Regional hub 

Hong Kong 10 2.0% Regional hub 

São Paulo 8 1.6% Regional hub 

Basel 7 1.4% Regional hub 

Tokyo 7 1.4% Core 

Amsterdam 6 1.2% Periphery 

Beijing 6 1.2% Regional hub 

Sharjah 6 1.2% Regional hub 

Cologne 5 1.0% Periphery 

Chicago 5 1.0% Periphery 

Milan 5 1.0% Core 

Turin 5 1.0% Periphery 

Johannesburg 5 1.0% Regional hub 

Seoul 5 1.0% Regional hub 

Athens 4 0.8% Periphery 

Table 20. Twenty most-represented cities, ArtReview Power 100, aggregated across all five waves, 
2005-2025. 

  



World Art Cities Index: Contemporary Art, Aesthetic Innovation and Creative Ecosystems 43 

4.9.3  Two Trajectories, Not One 

Figure 3 traces the five historic core cities with a continuous individual presence across all five 

waves. The core cities do not move together. New York’s decline is the most consistent trend in 

the entire dataset, falling from 35 entrants in 2005 to 15 in 2025, a fall of more than half. London 

holds up notably better, dipping in the middle waves before recovering to 12 by 2025, and by the 

most recent wave its relative position (as a share of an unchanged eight-city core) is stronger than 

at any point since 2010. Berlin peaked in 2015 (10 entrants) before falling back sharply to 3 by 

2020 and Los Angeles declined steadily and by a similar proportion to New York. Paris, Tokyo, 

Milan, and Düsseldorf remain essentially flat and marginal throughout, never contributing more 

than a handful of entrants in any wave. 

 

Figure 3. Core city trajectories, ArtReview Power 100, 2005-2025. 

Figure 4 aggregates every remaining city by continent, to ask where the ground lost by the core 

has gone. The answer is more specific than a general ‘rise of the periphery’. Non-core Asia grows 

from a single entrant in 2005 to 24 by 2025, a twenty-four-fold increase and the largest absolute 

gain of any category in the entire dataset, driven principally by Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing, 

Seoul, Singapore, Mumbai, and Delhi. Non-core Africa moves from zero entrants in both 2005 

and 2010 to a sustained presence of four to six by 2020 and 2025, concentrated in Johannesburg, 

Cape Town, Lagos, and a small number of smaller cities. Non-core South America shows a similar, 

smaller pattern, emerging from zero before 2015 to a steady two or three thereafter, almost 

entirely attributable to São Paulo. 
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Figure 4. Non-core entrants by continent, ArtReview Power 100, 2005-2025. 

Non-core Europe tells the opposite story. Far from rising alongside Asia and Africa, non-core 

European cities (Zurich, Basel, Amsterdam, Brussels, Cologne, and others) decline over the 

period, from 20 entrants in 2005 to 13 by 2025. Non-core North America moves in a shallow U-

shape, falling in the middle waves before recovering to roughly its starting level by 2025. The 

polycentric shift documented throughout this report is, on this evidence, at least partly an Asian 

phenomenon, with a smaller but real African dimension, rather than a uniform redistribution of 

influence away from the historic core in every direction at once. 

This direction of travel is consistent with, and appears to accelerate, the trend Prinz (2022) 

identifies over a longer but earlier window.43 Analysing the full Power 100 by continent for 2002 

and 2019, Prinz finds Europe’s overall share (core and non-core cities combined) falling from 57 

to 43 per cent of the list, with Asia rising from 7 to 12 per cent and Africa from 1 to 2 per cent over 

the same seventeen years. The present analysis, covering 2005 to 2025 and confined to non-core 

cities specifically, finds a substantially larger swing in the same direction, most notably in Asia’s 

twenty-four-fold rise, suggesting that whatever process Prinz observed taking hold by 2019 

continued, and by some measures intensified, in the years immediately following. 

4.9.4  Who the Numbers Are: Five Protagonists 

Clearly, the aggregate patterns above are made up of named individuals, and disaggregating the 

Power 100 by category shows that different kinds of influence have diffused spatially at markedly 

different rates. Across the full twenty-year dataset, gallerists are the most core-concentrated 

category of all (only 26 per cent of gallerist entries are based outside the historic core), while 

curators are the least (63 per cent based in a Regional hub or Periphery city). Museum directors 

and collectors sit between these two poles, at 42 and 37 per cent non-core respectively. 

Commercial infrastructure, in other words, has diffused the least of any category tracked here, 

while curatorial authority has dispersed the most. 
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Five individual trajectories illustrate what this means in practice. The persistence visible in these 

careers is not incidental to how the Power 100 works. As indicated, Prinz (2022) finds that the top 

tier of the full 2002-2019 ranking is best described by a Fréchet, fat-tailed distribution, a small 

number of individuals occupying the highest positions for a long, largely uncontested run of years, 

while a majority of the roughly 489 people ever ranked over that period appear only once or 

twice.44 The present dataset shows the same pattern at a smaller scale, reinforcing the point made 

above. 

Sheikha Hoor Al Qasimi, Director of the Sharjah Biennial and founder of the Sharjah Art 

Foundation, entered the list at rank 90 in 2010 and rose to rank 3 by 2025, the single largest rank 

improvement of any individual based outside the historic core across the entire dataset. Her rise 

alone accounts for a meaningful share of Sharjah’s emergence as a Regional hub anchor city in 

the network analysis below. 

Beatrix Ruf appears in three of the five waves (2010, 2015, 2025), each time as a curator, and her 

listed base moves with her career. Zurich in 2010, while she directed the Kunsthalle Zürich, and 

Amsterdam from 2015 onward, following her appointment as director of the Stedelijk Museum 

and, later, the Hartwig Art Foundation. Her trajectory across the dataset is an individual-level 

illustration of the institutional mobility that wider network analysis in the following sections 

indicates in aggregate. 

Ai Weiwei appears in three waves as an artist, and his listed city moves from Beijing (2010) to 

Berlin (2015) to Cambridge (2020), tracing his departure from China following the end of his 

travel restrictions and his subsequent relocation across Europe. His case is a reminder that an 

individual’s changing base city can reflect political rupture as readily as career progression. 

Adrian Cheng, the Hong Kong collector and founder of the K11 Art Foundation, rose from rank 76 

in 2015 to rank 12 in 2020, before settling at rank 95 in 2025, illustrating that regional hub 

prominence in the Power 100 is not always a one-way ascent. 

Adriano Pedrosa, artistic director of MASP in São Paulo, appears in 2015 and 2025, bracketing 

his appointment as the first Latin American curator of the Venice Biennale’s central exhibition in 

the intervening period, a rare case of a periphery-based museum director’s local role translating 

into a core-defining curatorial appointment. 

Taken together, these five careers span four categories (Curator, Artist, Funder, Museum 

Director) and four cities on three continents, and each represents a different mechanism by which 

influence has moved covering institutional appointments, political exile, market cycles, and 

curatorial elevation respectively. 
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5  Inside the Creative Ecosystem 

Section 4 traced the changing geography of creative ecosystems through where artists are 

domiciled and how cities have come to house different kinds of production. This section goes a 

layer deeper into the same 36-artist sample’s internal mechanics, asking not just where 

innovation happens but what kind of innovation it is, and why that kind tracks place as closely as 

it does. The critical literature on contemporary aesthetics first gives this question a conceptual 

grounding before the section turns to the extended creative ecosystems ACDE model. 

5.1  What the critical literature says about contemporary aesthetics 

Running alongside the market and exhibition data reviewed earlier is a third literature that 

characterises what contemporary art is doing aesthetically. Two strands matter here: (1) the 

regional differentiation of contemporary aesthetics; and (2) the post-human turn that 

increasingly frames the most ambitious work. Both anticipate, in critical terms, the medium-

geography pattern this section seeks to establish empirically. 

5.1.1  Contemporary aesthetics are regionally differentiated 

As production has taken root outside the West, critics and curators have highlighted distinct 

regional aesthetics rather than imitations of a Western model, each shaped by the materials, 

technologies and concerns of its place. The characterisations are necessarily broad, but the 

literature converges on a recognisable set of profiles as shown by Table 21. 

Region Predominant mediums Visual tone Conceptual focus 
 

West & South Africa Textiles, found objects, 
sculpture 

Tactile, heavy, vibrant Global trade, extraction, 
identity 

East Asia Digital media, kinetic 
robotics, silicone 

Glossy, fluid, cybernetic Post-humanism, virtual 
reality 

The Gulf states Light, sound, steel, 
algorithms 

Immaculate, geometric, 
scaled 

Landscape, infinity, 
modernisation 

Southeast Asia Detailed painting, organic 
materials 

Dense, surreal, narrative Ecology, folklore, 
political critique 

Table 21. Regional aesthetics of the emerging production hubs. 

Each tendency can be associated with widely recognised practitioners working in the relevant 

region and medium: in (1) West and South Africa, El Anatsui’s hand-wired bottle-cap tapestries 

and Ibrahim Mahama’s jute-sack architectural interventions; in (2) East Asia, Anicka Yi’s bio-

robotic installations and Lu Yang’s game-engine avatars; in (3) the Gulf, Manal AlDowayan’s 

conceptual installations and Refik Anadol’s machine-learning data projections; in Southeast Asia, 

Entang Wiharso and Eko Nugroho’s folklore-laden assemblages. 

5.1.2  The post-human turn and its geography 

Perhaps the most significant conceptual development in twenty-first-century art is the post-

human turn, which is a body of practice and theory that displaces the human, and in particular 

the European rational subject, as the measure of art. Its foundations are well established in the 

literature such as Haraway’s figure of the cyborg - the being that is part-organism and part-
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machine and so no longer bound by a fixed identity - and in Braidotti’s posthuman theory, which 

rejects the universal human subject in favour of porous, hybrid beings.45 Post-human art explores 

existence beyond the human-centred perspective, treating non-human entities, algorithms, 

plants, bacteria, as co-creators with their own agency, and it is best understood not as a surface 

style but as an anti-classical aesthetic philosophy that favours the synthetic, hybrid and mutating 

over symmetry and recognisable form.  

One of its most prominent institutional statement is recent and concrete. The 59th Venice 

Biennale of 2022, Cecilia Alemani’s The Milk of Dreams, framed its 213 artists around the post-

human condition, organising the exhibition around the metamorphosis of bodies, the relationship 

between individuals and technologies, and the connection between bodies and the Earth.46 

The conceptual literature makes a distinction this report utilises. In particular, not all technology-

led art is post-human. An artist who uses artificial intelligence to generate a painting in a 

traditional style, or who projection-maps a building, keeps the human at the centre as master of 

the tool. Technology-led art becomes post-human when the algorithm, organism or data-system 

is treated as an autonomous co-creator rather than an advanced paintbrush.47 The most radical 

innovation in the technology-led category is therefore the work that uses the tool to decentre the 

human, not merely to depict the world more vividly. 

The post-human also has a geographic and spatial perspective. Indeed, geography has itself been 

at the forefront of posthuman research, to the point that ‘posthuman’ or ‘more-than-human’ 

geography is now an established subfield examining the agency of non-human subjects from an 

explicitly spatial perspective.48 This matters for the present argument, since it means that reading 

the post-human turn spatially draws on an existing geographical literature rather than importing 

a purely aesthetic idea into geography from outside. 

A second body of work indicates why the material and craft-based practices that recur in the 

periphery should be understood as a mode of innovation in their own right rather than as a 

traditional residue. In the study of organisational aesthetics, Antonio Strati has long argued that 

aesthetic knowing is a form of sensible, embodied knowledge, and that artifacts, materials and 

technologies are active participants in that knowing rather than passive objects worked upon by 

humans. Strati has more recently brought this directly to bear on innovation, framing a post-

humanist aesthetics that centres the body’s hybridisation with non-human life and the agency of 

materials, which works to decentre the human in the making of the new.49 Applied to some of the 

art covered by this report, this suggests that the materials used by a cohort of contemporary artists 

can be considered to act as co-agents in the making of meaning. 

In general, the literature increasingly argues that the post-human turn is not a single global 

aesthetic but a set of regionally distinct philosophies, each shaped by the conditions of its place, 

which is an argument that maps the philosophy of contemporary art onto the same terrain as its 

production. The Western, bio-technological post-human is, in effect, the philosophical 

counterpart of the technology-intensive practice concentrated in the established centres, while 

the decolonial and ecological post-human is the counterpart of the craft-, land- and ancestral-

based practice rooted outside them. 
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Three regional inflections of the post-human 

The institutional bio-tech post-human (Western core) 

In the Western art capitals, the post-human is tied to institutional capital, advanced technology and 
the critique of late capitalism: bio-art, AI and algorithmic systems, cybernetics and bodily 
modification. Its aesthetic is synthetic, sterile and digital, reading the human through the laboratory 
and the data-centre. 

The tech-animist post-human (East Asia) 

In Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, advanced technology is fused with animist and spiritual 
frameworks, so that machines are treated not as a cold threat but as a natural extension of 
consciousness, continuous with older traditions in which all things, mechanical and organic, are 
interconnected. 

The decolonial and ecological post-human (Global South) 

In Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, artists are often critical of the Western, 
technology-obsessed post-human, observing that it universalises the experience of those whom 
history already treated as fully human. The aesthetic shifts from the screen to the earth in the form 
of interspecies relations, ancestral and indigenous knowledge, land and extraction, worked through 
organic materials, ritual and community rather than silicon. This decolonial inflection has a direct 
counterpart in geography, where the critique of a universalising posthumanism and the case for 
situated, indigenous and more-than-human relations is well developed. 

As shown by Figure 5, it is possible to map the nature of the aesthetic innovation across the cohort 

of artists examined here by the extended ACDE creative ecosystems model. Taking each pillar in 

turn, it draws on evidence for key artists, their biographies and training, their documented 

network connections, the materials and tempo of their practice, and the institutional recognition 

they have received, to show how the sample activates both scales of each pillar. Fundamentally, it 

is clear that the local and global scales of every pillar are not distributed at random but are 

organised by place, so that where an artist is domiciled shapes the scale of each pillar their practice 

occupies. 

 

Figure 5. The extended ACDE model with exemplary artists from the sample. 
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5.2  Agency and its geography 

Agency, the diversity of creative actors and the character of their authorship, divides along 

geographic lines once the artists’ training and origins are taken into account. The biographies 

indicate a recurring core-city pattern whereby agency acquired through elite institutional training 

and exercised through transnational mobility. Julien Creuzet passed through the École des Beaux-

Arts at Caen and Lyon and the Le Fresnoy post-diploma before Paris. Hito Steyerl undertook 

documentary-film training in Tokyo and Munich and a Vienna doctorate. For these artists, agency 

is the product of a sequence of prestigious institutions, and it operates outward through the 

international circuit. 

Agency 

Local scale 

At the local pole, agency is re-grounded in community and ancestral knowledge, and it is 
geographically concentrated in the periphery. Glicéria Tupinambá’s feather-cloak work, made in her 
community’s territory in Bahia, is communal co-creation rather than individual authorship, drawing 
on knowledge transmitted within the Tupinambá people rather than acquired in an academy. A 
distinctive sub-pattern is the artist who acquires elite training in the core and then re-grounds it in 
a peripheral place. Jeffrey Gibson trained at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and the Royal 
College of Art in London and now works from the rural Hudson Valley with Choctaw and Cherokee 
craft traditions; Inuuteq Storch trained at the International Center of Photography in New York, 
then returned to Greenland to photograph it from within. The agency is re-grounded by deliberate 
geographic choice. 

Global scale 

At the global pole, agency is mobility and elite network access, and it is geographically concentrated 
in the core. Wael Shawky’s historiographical films re-engineer Arab history for an international 
audience; John Akomfrah’s multi-screen installations mobilise the network capital of a long 
London-based career stretching back to the Black Audio Film Collective. Within the core, agency is 
supplied by global circulation into the centre, e.g. (1) Nairy Baghramian came to Berlin from 
Isfahan; (2) Kader Attia works between Berlin and Paris with Algerian roots; (3) Sung Tieu reached 
Berlin from Vietnam. The diversity of the core ecosystem is itself a product of transnational mobility 
toward it. 

 

5.3  Connectivity and the geography of networks 

Network analysis indicates that connectivity is not simply denser in the core but it is also 

differently structured by place-type. Figure 6 shows that across the sample the most connected 

cities are New York and London (each linked to 26 of the 36 artists), followed by Berlin (21), with 

Venice and Paris next (15 each), a hierarchy that closely tracks the historic Western core. 



World Art Cities Index: Contemporary Art, Aesthetic Innovation and Creative Ecosystems 50 

 

Figure 6. City-connection profiles by place-type: how each place-type connects to global, circuit and 
regional city clusters. 

Core-domiciled artists necessarily concentrate their connections on the top global nodes: 21 of the 

25 are tied to New York, 19 to London, 17 to Berlin. Their networks point inward to the established 

centres. Peripheral artists have a comparable number of city-connections on average, but those 

connections point elsewhere. Ibrahim Mahama’s network runs through Dakar and Johannesburg 

as much as London and Berlin; Inuuteq Storch’s through Sisimiut, Copenhagen, Reykjavík and 

Oslo, a Nordic and Arctic circuit; the indigenous artists Moore, Gibson and Tupinambá connect 

through community and restitution networks (Oklahoma, Bahia, the museums of Lisbon and 

Berlin that hold ancestral objects) rather than through the gallery core. Fundamentally, 

connectivity in the periphery is not weaker but it is oriented toward different geographies. 

Treating the cities themselves as the nodes of a network makes the structure visible. Figure 7 plots 

every city linked to three or more artists, joining two cities wherever a shared artist connects to 

both, with each node sized by the number of artists present and each edge weighted by the number 

of artists it represents. The result indicates a core-periphery topology whereby London, New York 

and Berlin form a dense, heavily weighted triangle at the centre. The single strongest tie in the 

whole network consists of the twenty-one artists who connect London and New York. Paris and 

Venice sit just outside this core as bridging hubs, and the regional and circuit nodes, the Gulf cities 

of Dubai and Sharjah, or Toronto and Sydney, hang at the periphery on a small number of thin 

edges (Dubai is shown without edges because it shares no artist with another city above the 

threshold used to plot connections). 
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Figure 7. The city network of contemporary aesthetic innovation: cities as nodes, joined where a shared 
artist connects to both. 

Connectivity 

Local scale 

Local connectivity is most visible where artists build it in place. Ibrahim Mahama has constructed 
three institutions in Tamale (the Savannah Centre for Contemporary Art, the Red Clay studio 
complex and the Nkrumah Voli-ni), importing residencies and international visitors to northern 
Ghana; Wael Shawky founded MASS Alexandria; Yto Barrada co-founded the Cinémathèque de 
Tanger. In each case connectivity is a deliberate local construction, not a property of an inherited 
central scene, and each is sited outside the historic core. 

Global scale 

Global connectivity is the dense gallery, museum and biennial circuit running through New York, 
London, Berlin and Paris. Nairy Baghramian’s documented ties to Paris, London, New York and Los 
Angeles are indicative of a network focused on the top nodes. Mahama’s built-in-place connectivity 
imports the global circuit to the periphery rather than substituting for it, and the documented ties 
show him linked to Venice and Basel as well as to Tamale. 
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5.3.1  Testing the sample against a wider pool 

The art journalist and critic Ben Davis has tracked the artists appearing most often across the 

international biennial circuit in the four years to the 2026 Venice Biennale, examining 130 

recurring global events and some 15,000 participants, and identified the 22 who appeared in nine 

or more.50 Where this report selects on two apex events, Davis measures sustained circulation 

across the dispersed biennial network, ranging from Lagos and Dakar to Phuket, Kochi and 

Ljubljana. Of the 22 current bases, 18 were confirmed by this author of this report against 

independent public sources for this comparison and all 22 birthplaces are stated by Davis. The 

comparison is indicative rather than statistically significant since the two groups were selected on 

different criteria. On origins the two pools agree closely. Thirty-three of the original 36 examined 

in here, or 92 per cent, were born outside the established core cities, and among Davis’s 22 the 

figure is 19, or 86 per cent. Both cohorts recognise that artists increasingly originate outside the 

historic centres. 

Davis records the specific biennials each of his 22 artists attended, which allows the circuit to be 

treated as a network. Linking artists who shared biennials produces a single dense component 

with no isolated figures and no separate regional cliques (Figure 8). The artists who dominate the 

circuit form one loosely bounded group moving through a shared network rather than several 

populations moving through separate ones. Colouring each artist by current base shows that the 

circuit is geographically mixed, with core, regional-hub, periphery and dual-base artists 

interwoven rather than sorted.  

Linking biennials that share artists produces a clearer centre (Figure 9). Of the 70 events in the 

data, the Sharjah Biennial and the Venice Biennale are the two dominant hubs, and they are 

different kinds of event. Venice is the historic apex node, while Sharjah a Gulf biennial outside the 

historic core. Removing each artist in turn and recomputing leaves the two hubs in place in every 

case, so the structure does not depend on any single figure.51 
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Figure 8. The biennial circuit as a network of artists, linked where they shared events and coloured by 
current base. 

 

Figure 9. The same circuit as a network of events, sized by how many of the 22 artists appeared. 
Sharjah and Venice anchor it. 
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5.4  Dynamism: craft tempo and technological tempo 

Dynamism, the rate and mode of experimentation, is the pillar most directly tied to medium, and 

the practice descriptions make its geography explicit. Technologically intensive practice largely 

appears to depend on infrastructure that agglomerates in the core: Ryoji Ikeda developed his data-

driven sound and light as a resident artist at CERN; John Gerrard builds real-time simulations in 

game engines; and Trevor Paglen works with classified-satellite optics and machine-vision 

systems. These are fast, capital- and equipment-intensive practices, and all are domiciled in core 

cities. 

Dynamism 

Local scale 

Local dynamism is often slow, material and tied to physical context, and it concentrates in 
peripheries and regional hubs. Yuko Mohri’s moisture-driven sound sculptures generate their 
electrical signal from electrodes in rotting fruit, pacing the work to organic decay; Amina Agueznay 
scales raw wool and palm fibre into monumental weavings with Moroccan artisans in the Atlas and 
Souss regions; Tupinambá’s feather cloaks are paced by ceremony and the seasons. The tempo is set 
by matter, craft and place rather than by the technological frontier. 

Global scale 

Global dynamism is usually fast and technologically driven, set by international discourse and the 
market, and it is concentrated in the core. The computational practices of Singer, Ikeda, Gerrard, 
Steyerl and Gursky tend to move at the tempo of the technological frontier. The medium-geography 
finding documented later in this section is, in ACDE terms, a finding about dynamism. The fast, 
technological mode concentrates in the core, while the slow, material mode distributes across 
peripheries and hubs. 

 

5.5  Emergence: local arising and global recognition 

Emergence, the arising of new and valued forms not reducible to what came before, can arise 

through ‘local’ new forms as well as recognition through the global circuit. Global-apex 

recognition is not confined to the core. The clearest way to see this is through the peripheral artists 

themselves with Archie Moore winning the Golden Lion at Venice in 2024 and Jeffrey Gibson, 

and Inuuteq Storch and Ibrahim Mahama each representing their nation in a Venice pavilion. 

This indicates that the periphery is not where unrecognised work is made. 

Emergence 

Local scale 

At the local pole, emergence is the arising of new form from place-specific conditions, and it occurs 
across peripheries and regional hubs. Moore’s genealogical map, Tupinambá’s revived cloak 
tradition, Storch’s Greenlandic photography and Mahama’s jute-sack interventions all arise from 
local materials, histories and communities, frequently in resistance to, rather than because of, the 
dominant institutional environment. 

Global scale 

At the global pole, emergence is recognition through the circuit, and it runs through a small set of 
certifying institutions: the Venice pavilion system, Documenta, the major prizes and museum 
acquisitions documented for the sample. These certifying nodes are themselves concentrated in the 
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historic core and its established satellites, which is why: emergence is spatially split; the arising 
happening in one kind of place; the certification in another; and the artists who matter most are 
those whose locally arising work is carried into the global circuit. 

 

5.6  Artists and geographic mobility 

Among the wider pool of biennial artists analysed above, the dual-domicile artists are the best-

connected group in the circuit. The artists who hold a local and a global base are, in relational 

terms, the agents through whom the dispersed circuit is most tightly held together. Farah Al 

Qasimi divides her time between the United Arab Emirates and New York, and photographs the 

Persian Gulf of her upbringing from a Brooklyn base, circulating the result through the core’s 

institutions. Speaking at Art Basel, she described cultural identity as becoming more fluid, and 

framed this not as a flattening into sameness but as a thickening of connection across cultures, 

with consequences linked directly to art, to urban development and to aesthetic innovation.52 

The same configuration appears in Arthur Jafa, an artist outside the sample but whose comments 

also at Art Basel are informative. Born in Tupelo, Mississippi, in 1960 and trained in architecture 

and film at Howard University, Jafa has been based for a proportion of his career in Los Angeles, 

and his work takes the articulation of Black being and the African diaspora as its subject. The 

breakthrough film ‘Love Is the Message, The Message Is Death’ and the work that won him the 

Golden Lion at the 2019 Venice Biennale belong to a practice rooted in diasporic reference and 

made from a core American city.  

In both Al Qasimi and Jafa the core operates as the place of production and validation, while the 

content is drawn from a non-core geography of origin. This suggests that the diffusion of aesthetic 

innovation is not only a question of where artists are based but of how a core base can be used as 

a platform from which a non-core world is articulated and made legible to the field. This is the 

sense in which the contemporary configuration is far more complex than a monocentric model. 

5.6.1  Why medium and geography move together 

The patterns found above highlight a clear ecosystem logic whereby technology-led practice 

depends on the very concentrations agglomeration theory proposes in the form of specialist 

technical labour, capital, computational infrastructure and the dense professional networks 

characteristic of core connectivity.53 These are the assets that agglomerate in core cities and that 

are costly to reproduce elsewhere. Material and craft-based practice, by contrast, often depends 

on the opposite conditions, in particular proximity to specific artisanal traditions, materials and 

communities, slower time-horizons, and a rootedness in place that the periphery and the regional 

hub supply more readily than the core. The two kinds of innovation are drawn to different 

geographies because they draw on different resources. 

Aesthetic innovation has not left the core; rather, different kinds of innovation 

have found different homes, and some artists now inhabit several at once. 
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6  Aesthetic Innovation and Urban Development 

This section seeks to analyse whether the cities the WACI identifies as strongest in aesthetic 

innovative capacity also show more of the institutional, behavioural and economic dynamism the 

framework outlined in Section 2 suggests. First, a correlation analysis between the WACI and 

StartupBlink’s Global Startup Ecosystem Index – as a proxy measure of urban development – is 

undertaken, which is followed by a matched-comparator test that isolates the WACI’s own 

contribution from city size and national economic conditions. StartupBlink is used as it is one of 

the most comprehensive available proxies for a city’s contemporary twenty-first-century 

development. Second, a more qualitative review of the literature on how aesthetic innovation 

actually translates into behavioural, institutional and economic change is undertaken. 

6.1  The geography of art market transactions 

The geography of the art market is the best-documented dimension of the contemporary art 

world, mapped annually and in detail. The authoritative source, the Art Basel and UBS Global Art 

Market Report, shows a market that remains extraordinarily concentrated by value. The United 

States, the United Kingdom and China together accounted for roughly three-quarters of global 

sales in 2025, with the United States alone holding some 44 per cent and New York as the primary 

hub.54 The highest level of concentration is at the top of the secondary market, where the same 

three countries took around 72 per cent of public auction sales,55 while Paris anchors a dense 

European tier by volume of lots. This is a stable picture and the ‘Big Three’ have held a combined 

share in this range for many years. 

The literature is also clear about why the market concentrates where it does, and in many ways 

the reasons often have little to do with where art is made. Hub dominance rests on tax structures, 

legal and regulatory frameworks, logistical networks and the density of ultra-high-net-worth 

buyers, and the infrastructure for transacting rather than producing art.56 These hubs function as 

global clearing-houses. A large share of what they sell is work by artists born and based elsewhere, 

so that the money is concentrated in a few cities while the inventory it handles is international. 

The geography of where art is sold is, in this sense, only loosely connected to the geography of 

where it is made, which has been examined earlier in this report. 

6.2  How value travels from studio to saleroom 

A second, more qualitative literature, highlighted by Velthuis’s work on the symbolic meaning of 

art prices and more recent analyses of how auction houses construct markets, explains the 

mechanics by which work made anywhere is monetised in the few hub cities.57 Two mechanisms 

tend to recur. The first is the co-representation contract whereby an artist who gains international 

demand rarely leaves their original gallery but enters a joint arrangement that splits territory, 

with a local ‘incubator’ gallery retaining the home region and a Western or East Asian ‘mega-

gallery’ taking the global capitals and major fairs. The mega-gallery typically advances the capital 

to develop large or technically demanding work, recouped from primary sales, functioning in 

effect as a production bank for the studio. 
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The second is the way the secondary market prices work once it leaves the gallery. An artist’s 

record of biennial inclusion and museum acquisition operates as an informal warrant of value, 

and the gap between a work’s price in its home market and the concentration of wealth in the hubs 

may allow the same piece to carry a substantially higher estimate once it is offered for sale in a 

major centre. Irrevocable third-party guarantees can then stabilise these values against the 

volatility of newer markets. 

A further detail indicates how thoroughly this machinery favours the hub. Co-representation 

contracts may bar the local incubator gallery from marketing directly to the international 

collectors the mega-gallery introduces, so that elite buyers are funnelled into the hub gallery’s 

ecosystem. The effect, taken together, is that value generated by work made anywhere is drawn 

toward, and realised in, a small number of financial centres. 

Several recent ‘insider’ accounts highlight the picture of how these hub markets behave, and 

describe ecosystems that are in important respects somewhat dysfunctional. Orlando Whitfield’s 

All That Glitters, an account of the rise and fall of the dealer Inigo Philbrick that runs from London 

through New York, Miami and beyond, exposes the fraud, speculation and opacity that the high-

end market can sustain.58 Bianca Bosker’s Get the Picture, the record of five years spent inside the 

New York art world, describes a system in which worth is constructed through networks of 

reputation, exclusivity and power rather than through any intrinsic quality of the work. In essence, 

the galleries deploy a form of what could be called strategic snobbery to keep the public out, and 

in which very little of the value realised returns to the artists who make the work.59 

Marin Kosut’s Art Monster turns from the market to the labour beneath it, an ethnography of the 

unseen artists who work behind the scenes in the galleries and museums of New York while 

making their own art to little acclaim. It is a sobering study of the precarity, devalued labour and 

gentrification that can shape an artistic life at the margins of creative ecosystems.60 

The above accounts indicate that the established cores house not only the most concentrated 

markets but, on this evidence, some of the most distorted. They illuminate how cultural value 

produced elsewhere is captured, priced and concentrated in the established financial centres. The 

question this section now turns to is whether or not that concentration of transactions shows up 

in wider economic signals beyond the art world by relating the WACI measures to broader 

measures of urban vibrancy and vitality. 

The WACI was tested against StartupBlink’s Global Startup Ecosystem Index 2026,61 one of the 

most comprehensive cross-national benchmarks of contemporary urban development available, 

and the same index used in Huggins and Thompson’s (2022) study of the spatial redistribution of 

innovation-led development.62 The result is a substantial and highly significant correlation. The 

WACI composite scores correlate with StartupBlink’s score at rho = 0.558 (p < 0.0001), a 

relationship large enough, and secure enough statistically, to comfortably rule out chance. 

Moving to the three sub-composites, the Market Place Index correlates most strongly of the three, 

and more strongly than the WACI composite scores (rho = 0.588, p < 0.0001), a strong 

relationship by any threshold. StartupBlink itself measures market-facing development activity, 

and the Market Places Index is perhaps the WACI’s closest structural analogue. The Production 

Places Index (rho = 0.460, p < 0.001) and the Consumption Places Index (rho = 0.444, p = 0.001) 
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also correlate significant with the StartupBlink rankings. These results begin to point to a 

relationship between a city’s artistic and aesthetic innovative capacity and its wider development. 

Figure 10 presents the relationship between the WACI Composite Index and StartupBlink score 

as a scatter diagram. New York, London, and Paris are the clearest cases of cities positioned 

strongly on both axes at once. Overall, the trend line confirms the relationship between the two 

measures. 

 

Figure 10. The WACI Composite Index plotted against StartupBlink 2026 total score (log scale). 

Source: author’s analysis. StartupBlink, Global Startup Ecosystem Index 2026. 

To address the potential issues of scale and city size, a quasi-experimental design was constructed. 

Each of the fifty sample cities was matched against up to four comparator cities chosen to share 

its continent, its broad 2025 population, and its host country’s GDP per capita (International 

Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook, April 2026),15. This design holds constant city scale, 

region, and the general level of national economic development, isolating the comparison to the 

presence or absence of substantial aesthetic infrastructure. On this test, the sample cities 

outperformed their matched comparators on StartupBlink score in forty-five of fifty cases (paired 

t-test on log-transformed scores, t = 8.72, p < 0.0001; Wilcoxon signed-rank test, p < 0.0001). 

StartupBlink’s score can be treated here as a proxy for both technical and social innovation, not 

economic outcomes alone. Its underlying components measure the formation of new 

organisational and relational forms: accelerators, coworking spaces, university linkages, 

corporate engagement, and community events and meetups. The emergence and density of these 

forms is itself a ‘species’ of social innovation, rather than merely a symptom of pre-existing 

economic strength. 
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StartupBlink’s 2026 index architecture introduces three underlying pillars that offer a provisional 

route to distinguishing these dimensions further: Ecosystem Stakeholder Strength (institutional 

and social innovation), Ecosystem Economic Contribution (economic innovation), and Ecosystem 

Brand Value (a city’s perceived possibility and behavioural dimensions). These factors are 

discussed more qualitatively below. 

6.3  From cultures of possibility to urban development 

The statistical evidence above suggests that cities with substantial aesthetic innovative capacity in 

the field of contemporary art show stronger contemporary urban development than cities without 

such significant capacity. It does not, however, establish why and the remainder of this section 

develops the argument that aesthetic innovation, in its complementary relationship with technical 

and social innovation, cultivates a culture of possibility within cities from which behavioural, 

institutional, and economic change foster urban development. 

6.4  Behavioural change 

The clearest evidence of behavioural change is a shift in disposition, from a ‘can’t-do to’ a ‘can-do’ 

attitude and mind across cities, which interview participants in Huggins and Thompson’s (2024) 

study of global six cities described63. Artistic experimentation, precisely because it need not justify 

itself in economic terms, can offer a relatively low-stakes rehearsal space for new ways of seeing, 

organising, and valuing, before those possibilities are legible enough to diffuse into technical or 

social innovation. This is why aesthetic innovation is often upstream of the other forms of 

innovation, rather than simply running alongside them. 

This mechanism resonates with the wider social innovation literature. Neo’s (2022)64 account of 

arts-led social innovation identifies socially engaged art as a means of shifting community 

mindsets and enabling collective agency. Furthermore, Coenen’s (2023)65 study of artist-led 

initiatives in peripheral Norwegian and Swedish locations reaches a comparable conclusion. In 

general, artists take on a responsibility for place, and shape what residents believe is possible for 

that place to become. Interestingly, StartupBlink’s Ecosystem Brand Value pillar, capturing a 

city’s visibility, attractiveness, and perceived maturity, provides the closest available quantitative 

echo of this behavioural change dimension. This behavioural change is not evenly distributed, nor 

is it costless. For example, Rodríguez Arkaute’s (2011)66 account of the Guggenheim Bilbao warns 

that art-led urban transformation can as easily produce spectacle oriented toward tourism and 

economic returns, rather than lasting social innovation, with the behavioural shift accruing 

disproportionately to those already positioned to benefit from it. 

6.5  Institutional change 

Institutional change is the most extensively documented of the three mechanisms in Huggins and 

Thompson’s (2024) six-city study67, and the dimension for which StartupBlink’s own data offer 

the clearest quantitative measure. Its Ecosystem Stakeholder Strength pillar directly enumerates 

a city’s institutional development infrastructure: accelerators, universities, investor networks, 

and corporate research and development presence. Within the sample, several cities with strong 

aesthetic innovative capacity such as Amsterdam, Paris, Madrid, and Warsaw, show their 
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particular StartupBlink strength specifically on this institutional pillar, rather than on economic 

contribution. 

Cancellieri et al.’s(2018)68 comparative study of arts- and culture-led regeneration across Italy, 

Spain, the Netherlands, and France documents this institutional dimension, tracing how cultural 

initiatives generate new intermediary organisations, partnerships, and governance arrangements 

that persist beyond the initiatives themselves. This is institutional change in a precise sense, not 

simply more activity within existing institutions but the emergence of new institutional forms. 

However, the potential darker side of this mechanism is worth highlighting. New institutional 

arrangements built around cultural and artistic regeneration can as readily entrench the interests 

of the organisations best placed to capture them as they can distribute institutional capacity more 

broadly, an asymmetry with a long history in urban cultural policy. 

6.6  Economic change 

The economic dimension is the most directly evidenced of the three in this report’s own 

quantitative work. The matched-comparator analysis above, showing sample cities outperforming 

their comparators on this measure of urban development in forty-five of fifty cases even after 

controlling for population, region, and national economic development, is economic change made 

visible. StartupBlink’s Ecosystem Economic Contribution pillar (funding and capital, market 

returns, employment) highlights the most direct available quantitative measure of this dimension 

specifically. Where individual city data could be identified, Barcelona, Shanghai, and Beijing all 

show particular strength on this pillar. 

Huggins and Thompson’s (2024)67 account of this economic dimension carries a caution that is 

relevant here. In particular, they found that the cities most successful in economic terms were not 

uniformly the cities managing that success equitably. In other words, economic development 

driven by a culture of possibility is not, on this evidence, an unambiguous good for all who live 

within it. 

Overall, it appears that aesthetic innovation in the arts operates in a complementary rather than 

substitutive relationship with technical and social innovation. It may function as an upstream 

condition for the culture of possibility from which behavioural, institutional, and economic 

change promote urban development. 
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7  Creative Ecosystems and their Complexity 

It would be wrong to interpret the findings from the previous sections of this report as a simple 

dispersal of the art world away from its historic centres. Instead, the pattern is better described 

as multipolar, with the core persisting and retaining real advantages, but with new hubs adding 

to the number of significant nodes. Fundamentally, the configuration is more complex than either 

‘the centre still rules’ or ‘the centre has collapsed’ would suggest. The WACI’s continental 

breakdown indicates this with Europe supplying half the fifty-city sample and clusters close to the 

overall mean (99.0), which is a broad rather than concentrated spread of aesthetic capacity across 

many cities rather than one or two dominant centres. 

North America’s eight cities average far higher (146.3), which is a pattern of concentration in a 

small number of cities rather than breadth. Asia’s ten cities average of 84.2 hide wide internal 

variance, ranging from Shanghai’s sixth place to Nanjing’s forty-ninth. This is itself evidence 

against a single ‘rise of Asia’ narrative, but of a more multipolar complexity. 

7.1  The view from inside the core 

The configuration described here can be understood from the ‘outside’ through the paths of the 

global sample of cities covered is the preceding analysis. It can also be understood from the ‘inside’ 

and the artist Josh Kline, writing from within the New York art industry, gives a lived account of 

why the historic core has become hard to sustain.69 Kline argues that contemporary art in the 

United States is constrained by the cost of real estate, rents and arts education in New York and, 

to a lesser extent, Los Angeles. Studio and exhibition space, storage and the cost of living have 

risen so far that artists from working-class and middle-class backgrounds are filtered out before 

they begin. Experimental and large-scale work gives way to more saleable painting, and the 

validating institutions are increasingly governed by what is affordable to show rather than by what 

the work demands. The mechanism is clearly the ‘financialisation of worth’ and concentrating 

validation in a high-cost core does not only sort who can afford to take part, it also narrows the 

kind of work that can be made and recognised there. 

The WACI’s longitudinal evidence gives Kline’s account an external, quantitative counterpart. 

New York’s Power 100 Market presence has declined from 22 entrants in 2005 to 7 in 2025, and 

the 2035 forecast projects that New York’s WACI’s score will fall. A city can remain the largest 

single concentration of aesthetic capacity in the world, as New York still is by a wide margin, while 

simultaneously exhibiting the specific, measurable erosion that Kline describes from the inside. 

Kline’s proposed remedy is the pattern this report highlights from the other side. He suggests that 

artists leave the core for more affordable cities and to build distributed, artist-run institutions in 

the places they come from, which is what the peripheral and regional-hub builders highlighted in 

this report are already doing across a wider geography. 

7.2  New geographies of aesthetic production 

In many ways the geography of where aesthetic innovation is produced is changing, but not 

necessarily where it is shown or sold. This distinction clearly matters for the larger argument 

about how art makes cities. If aesthetic innovation were merely being exhibited in more places 
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while still being made in the same few, the urban consequences would be slight. The evidence 

here, from both the sample of the artists analysed and the WACI’s Production Places index, is that 

production is moving. A growing number of aesthetically influential artists are choosing 

alternative locations outside of the core, or hold them alongside a core base. The periphery is 

becoming a site of origination rather than a reservoir from which the centre draws. 

Three trends define this new geography. The first is the multiplication of place-types. Aesthetic 

innovation is no longer acknowledged to be so strongly concentrated in a single kind of location 

but is distributed across established cores, peripheries, regional and sovereign-backed hubs. The 

second is the reversal of direction for a significant minority of careers. Whereas the historic 

pattern drew talent inward and kept it there, a measurable group now trains in the core and 

returns, carrying the core’s credentials back to a peripheral or regional home without loss of 

standing. The third is the construction of validating infrastructure in place. The most 

consequential cases are those where artists build the institutions, study programmes, residencies 

and exhibition spaces that confer recognition in cities that the established escalator does not 

otherwise reach. 

From the perspective of urban development, an artist who builds a contemporary-art institution 

in Tamale or Tangier is not only making work. Instead, they are creating the connective and 

dynamic conditions, in the terms of the creative ecosystem framework, through which a place can 

begin to originate and validate aesthetic innovation on its own account. The mechanism by which 

art has historically contributed to the making of cities, in the form of the clustering of creative 

agency into self-reinforcing ecosystems, is observable here in new locations and at an earlier stage 

of formation. 

7.3  The geography of production and the market 

A central tension of the contemporary configuration lies in the gap between the 

two geographies of production and market. 

Production has dispersed and curatorial recognition has dispersed with it, but the market has 

dispersed far less. The twenty-year Power 100 data show gallerists as the single most core-

concentrated professional category tracked anywhere in this report, with only 26 per cent based 

outside the historic core across two decades, against 63 per cent for curators. This is the 

production-and-validation split stated at the level of the market.  

An artist can originate recognised work in a peripheral city and circulate it through a global 

curatorial circuit, while the conversion of that recognition into market value still depends on 

proximity to a core that remains spatially concentrated. As the market’s logic comes to dominate 

ecosystems, the geography of where worth is realised in monetary terms exerts a stronger pull 

back towards the core even as the geography of production moves away from it. 

A city outside the historic core can now become a site of aesthetic production, and can build the 

curatorial infrastructure to have that production recognised, and the WACI shows a number of 

cities such as Johannesburg doing exactly this in terms of production while lagging on 

consumption and market presence. However, converting cultural recognition into the economic 

value that drives urban development remains the harder and more spatially constrained step. 
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Clearly, if aesthetic innovation is increasingly made in one set of places and its worth realised in 

another, then the gains it generates are at risk of being captured away from the places that produce 

it, accruing instead to the core through the market. The spatial mismatch indicated here is, in this 

sense, the geography of the provocation set out earlier, i.e. the possibility that the creative city 

model, in which cultural production is enlisted as an engine of urban development, may be 

entering a period of crisis. The crisis, if there is one, is not that art has ceased to make cities, but 

that the capacity to make them has dispersed while the capacity to capture the resulting value has 

not, so that the new sites of production may bear the cultural labour of city-making without 

securing its economic returns. 
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8  Conclusion 

The history of art shows that aesthetic innovation has tended to concentrate in a small number of 

dominant Western cities, and the literature on artistic careers suggests strong reasons as to why 

that concentration might persist. Does it still hold? The answer, on the evidence of the World Art 

Cities Index (WACI) is that it does not, or at least it no longer holds in the same form. New York 

and London remain the two largest concentrations of aesthetic capacity in the world, but the fifty-

city sample shows a clearly differentiated field beneath them, fifteen cities broadly balanced 

across production, market and consumption, and the remainder specialising, with thirteen in 

production, twelve in consumption, ten in the art market, reflecting a diversity of civic character 

rather than a single ladder of more-or-less development. 

The WACI’s correlation with StartupBlink’s measure of wider urban development is highly 

significant. Cities with strong aesthetic capacity outperform matched comparators across forty-

five of fifty cases even after controlling for city scale and national economic conditions. The 

configuration of contemporary creative ecosystems is spatially more complex than the 

monocentric model implies, and it shows up as a wider development signal beyond the art world’s 

own accounting. 

Aesthetic innovation has not deserted the great cities; it has found more homes, 

of more kinds, than it once had. 

In terms of broader policy interventions, the lesson is that the periphery is a site of innovation in 

its own right and that connective infrastructure can be built rather than only inherited. Cities and 

other places are clearly best advised to develop the form of creative ecosystem they are actually 

best positioned to sustain. The art world of the present is not a single centre with a dependent 

periphery, but a more complex and more interesting geography, and one that cities and regions 

outside the historic core have more reason than before to take seriously. 

8.1  How art makes cities 

When diverse creative agency clusters in a place, connects densely, and sustains the dynamism 

and emergence that follow, the result is not only great art but the economic and social 

transformation of the city that hosts it. Florence, Amsterdam, Paris and New York were made, in 

part, by the creative ecosystems they housed. Art has been a maker of cities, not merely an 

ornament to them. The contemporary evidence assembled here matters for that argument 

because it concerns where this city-making capacity is now located and relates to world of 

contemporary art and the creative ecosystems through which it operates. 

The finding that the geography of production has become polycentric, and that this polycentrism 

shows up through significant relationships with wider urban development, means that the 

capacity to make cities through art is now, in principle, available to a wider range of places. 

Peripheral and regional locations where artists are building validating infrastructure in place are 

the early-stage creative ecosystems through which the art-and-city development mechanism will 

operate in the coming decades. This is the prospective significance of the trends highlighted in 

this report. 
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Two qualifications temper this prospect, with the first being that the core retains real advantages, 

and the lock-in that has long concentrated aesthetic innovation has not dissolved. New York and 

London remain first and second on the WACI composite by a wide margin, and the new geography 

adds nodes rather than replacing the old ones. The second, and more binding, is the gap between 

the geography of production and the geography of the market. A city can now originate aesthetic 

innovation and can build the curatorial recognition that follows, but the conversion of that 

recognition into sustained economic value, a step that most drives urban development, still 

depends on a market that remains concentrated in the core. 

Whether the new sites of production can capture the urban development benefits of the 

innovation they host, or whether those benefits continue to accrue to the core through the market, 

is a central open question. However, policy that treats peripheral and post-industrial regions only 

as nurseries whose talent must migrate to the centre misreads where, and how, a significant share 

of contemporary innovation now arises. As already highlighted above, the most striking 

peripheral cases examined in this report are those where artists and institutions have constructed 

connectivity locally, importing residencies, exhibitions and international attention rather than 

exporting themselves. Clearly, this is the connective infrastructure identified as decisive for 

creative ecosystems. Finally, the medium-geography relationship has a direct strategic 

implication. Places seeking to cultivate technology-led aesthetic innovation are competing for the 

same concentrations of capital, technical labour and infrastructure that the core already 

commands, a difficult contest to win. Instead, places with distinctive material, craft and cultural 

traditions have a different form of aesthetic innovation and creative ecosystems on which to build, 

grow and prosper. 
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Appendix A: Methodology and Research Design 

A.1  The World Art Cities Index: Full Construction Methodology 

This section outlines the construction of the World Art Cities Index (WACI). 

A.1.1  Sample and scope 

The WACI covers fifty cities selected to represent every major world region and a range of place-

types (established core, regional hub, sovereign-backed hub and periphery) while requiring 

usable data across the core indicators. The WACI is built from nine indicators, organised into 

three sub-composites of three indicators each: 

Sub-composite Indicator Measure 
Production Places 

 
Art Schools Number of art schools 

Production Places Artist Bases Number of acknowledged influential artists based in the 
city 

Production Places Power 100 Production (2020-
25) 

Power 100 Artist and School category entrants, most 
recent decade 

Market Places 

 
Galleries Number of art galleries 

Market Places 

 
Art Fairs Number of art fairs 

Market Places Power 100 Market (2020-25) Power 100 Art Fair Director, Collector, Curator, Funder 
and Gallerist entrants, most recent decade 

Consumption Places 

 
Contemporary Museums Number of contemporary art museums 

Consumption Places 

 

Other Museums Number of art museums more broadly 

Consumption Places 

 
Biennials/Triennials Number of biennials, triennials and similar recurring 

exhibitions 

Table A.1. The WACI’s nine indicators by sub-composite. 

A.1.2  Data Sourcing 

Each of the nine indicators was researched individually per city across official data (stated directly 

in a government source, official trade association, or named in the original source document); 

web-verified (confirmed via a targeted search during this research, with the specific source and 

date recorded); sourced enumeration (drawn from a maintained, checkable list of named venues 

or entities, and counted directly rather than estimated); and background knowledge (drawn from 

general subject knowledge rather than an individually verified source, and flagged as such). 

A.1.3  ArtReview Power 100 presence 

Rank, entrant name, role description, and current base city were extracted directly from 

ArtReview’s own published Power 100 lists41 for 2005, 2010, 2015, 2020, and 2025 (499 entries 

in total; rank 87 is absent from the 2005 list in the original source itself). City of residence was 

identified for 494 of 499 entries (99 per cent). 

Each entry’s role description was used to derive a category (Gallerist, Curator, Museum Director, 

Collector, Funder, Artist, School, and a small number of others), assignable for 425 of the 499 
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entries (85 per cent). The remainder, concentrated in the earliest waves, consist of names without 

any accompanying description in the original source. The WACI’s Production Places Index and 

Market Places Index use only the 2020 and 2025 waves of this dataset; the full five-wave, twenty-

year history feeds the trajectory analysis in Section 4. 

A.1.4  Artist bases 

Current base cities were drawn from a unified 147-artist dataset combining this report’s own 36-

artist domicile sample, the 22-artist comparison set drawn from Ben Davis’s wider biennial-

circuit analysis, and further acknowledged influential artists identified from the rankings 

published by ArtFacts (https://artfacts.net/). Artists appearing in more than one source pool are 

counted once in the aggregate; artists with more than one stated base contribute to each city 

named. 

A.1.5  Index construction 

For each indicator, each city’s value was standardised (z-score, using the population standard 

deviation across all fifty cities) and 1 was added to each standardised score. A sub-composite is 

the mean of its three standardised-plus-one indicator scores. Each of the three sub-composites 

was then independently rescaled by its own constant so that its mean average across all fifty cities 

equals exactly 100.0. The Overall Composite Index is the simple mean of the three rescaled sub-

composites. 

Where two or more cities receive an identical score to one decimal place, the reported rank tables 

give them the same rank, and the next distinct score receives the rank position it would occupy if 

no tie had occurred (standard competition ranking). 

A.1.6  The Intensity Index and population data 

The Intensity Index repeats this procedure on each of the nine indicators converted to a rate per 

100,000 residents, using 2025 population data from the United Nations Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs, Population Division, World Urbanization Prospects: The 2025 Revision, File 

21 (POP/DB/WUP/Rev.2025/F21),16 which applies the United Nations’ harmonised Degree of 

Urbanisation (DEGURBA) definition of a city’s built-up urban footprint.  

A.1.7  The 2035 forecast 

Section 3 presents a scenario forecast to 2035 with the full construction detailed as follows. 

For production and market forecasts, a linear regression is fitted to each city’s five-point Power 

100 history (2005-2025) and extrapolated to 2035. Cities with zero Power 100 presence 

throughout the historical window in a given category (34 of 50 for Production; 21 of 50 for Market) 

are held constant at zero. For Consumption, a targeted search identified confirmed, named new 

museum or major institution-defining expansion projects, with opening dates from 2026 to 2035, 

across eleven of the fifty cities. Each project was cross-checked against at least one press source 

and classified as adding to either the Contemporary Museums or Other Museums count, based on 

its own stated focus. 
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For each city, a growth rate derived from the relevant forecast signal is applied to the whole 2026 

sub-composite score: Production Places (2035) = Production Places (2026) x (1 + Power 100 

Production growth rate); Market Places (2035) = Market Places (2026) x (1 + Power 100 Market 

growth rate); Consumption Places (2035) = Consumption Places (2026) x (1 + museum-pipeline 

growth rate, defined as confirmed new museums as a share of the city’s current total museum 

count).  

Each of these three pre-rescale series is then independently rescaled by a constant so that its own 

mean across all fifty cities is exactly 100, on the same basis as the 2026 sub-composites 

themselves. The Overall Composite Forecast (2035) is the mean of the three rescaled sub-

composites. 

A.1.8  Limitations of the WACI 

The WACI is indicative rather than definitive. It is built from nine indicators of fifty cities selected 

to balance regional and place-type coverage against the availability of usable data rather than an 

exhaustive survey of every city with a claim to aesthetic significance. Its correlation with wider 

urban development (Section 6) establishes association, not proof of causation in either direction. 

Its 2035 forecast should be treated as a scenario extension of current evidence rather than a 

prediction with the same evidentiary weight as the index itself. 

A.2  Concepts: Classification Schemes 

This section documents the two classification schemes used throughout Sections 4 and 5 to code 

the 36-artist domicile sample: place-type, based on where an artist lives and works, and 

innovation type, based on the medium and character of their practice. Both schemes are applied 

by the author after institutional bodies, national commissioning panels, curators and gallery 

selection committees have already determined membership of the sample; the classification is an 

analytical device for organising already-selected aesthetically innovative artists, not a selection 

criterion in itself. 

A.2.1  Place-type (based on domicile) 

(1) Core city: an established, globally connected art hub, combining a high density of institutions, 

galleries, fairs and technical infrastructure with agency supplied largely by inward global mobility. 

(2) Periphery: a location away from those hubs, including rural, remote and smaller-city settings, 

usually with low formal institutional density but strong local and cultural specificity. (3) Regional 

hub: a rising, often sovereign or heritage-backed centre outside the historic Western core, with 

mid-level and rising institutional density where local agency is fused with deliberately constructed 

global connectivity. (4) Hybrid: places with dual domiciled artists spanning two of these 

categories at once, with multi-scalar agency and connectivity held simultaneously. 

A.2.2  Innovation type 

(1) Technology-led: algorithmic, computational, CGI and data-driven practice. (2) Narrative-led: 

reworking of inherited spatial, historical and representational orders. (3) Event-based: 

performance, decay, site-specific and ephemeral work. (4) Craft-based: material, textile, 
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communal and heritage-craft practice. The classification schemes are applied by the author on 

the basis of documented practice after institutional selection had already determined sample 

membership. This separation of selection from coding is a safeguard against circularity. 

A.3  The Domicile Sample: Full Sampling Protocol 

This section documents the construction of the 36-artist domicile sample used in Sections 4 and 

5. 

A.3.1  Sampling frame and source pools 

The sample was assembled from three documented pools spanning a contemporary window.  

• Venice Biennale 2024 (60th International Art Exhibition): twelve artists selected as 

national representatives by their respective countries’ commissioning bodies and 

curatorial panels, drawn from the official pavilion roster published by La Biennale di 

Venezia.70 

• Art Basel 2024-2026: twelve artists identified from official Art Basel exhibitor lists, sector 

presentations (Unlimited, Statements, Feature) and associated institutional 

programming, drawing on the published exhibition documentation and the Art Basel and 

UBS Art Market Report.71  

• Venice Biennale 2026 (61st International Art Exhibition): twelve artists announced as 

national representatives for the current edition, drawn from the official pavilion 

announcements published by La Biennale di Venezia and reported by multiple 

independent art-press sources.72  

The resulting 36-artist panel is representative of leading contemporary aesthetic innovators as 

defined by the two circuits it is drawn from, not because it is a random draw from the broader art 

world, but because the artists were selected by the same systematic institutional process, national 

commissioning bodies, curatorial panels, and gallery or fair selection committees, that itself 

constitutes how these circuits recognise their leading figures.  

The sample is, in this sense, generated by the events’ own selection mechanism rather than hand-

picked by the author to fit a prior thesis. Institutional gatekeepers performed the primary 

selection and the author’s role was to code the already-selected artists on domicile and medium, 

the variables that produce the report’s findings. 

A.3.2  Domicile and documented facts 

The spatial variable coded for each artist is domicile, i.e. the place or places where artists actually 

live and work, rather than place of birth, nationality, or the location of the institution that exhibits 

them. Domicile was documented from multiple independent biographical sources for each artist, 

and the place-type classification was applied by the author on the basis of that documentation. A 

reader who checked these against the public record should find the same values. 
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A.3.3  Limitations of the domicile sample 

The sample rests on a selection of 36 artists representative of leading contemporary aesthetic 

innovators as the Venice Biennale and Art Basel define them, rather than a random draw from the 

wider population of practising artists. As indicated above, the place-type and medium 

classifications involve judgement at the margins. The patterns reported are strong and internally 

consistent, but they are offered as a well-evidenced account of a configuration, not as a statistical 

estimate. 

A.4  Aesthetic Innovation and Urban Development 

This section documents the construction of the correlation and matched-comparator analysis 

presented in Section 6, testing the WACI against StartupBlink’s Global Startup Ecosystem Index 

2026 as a proxy for contemporary urban development. 

A.4.1  Correlation methodology 

As StartupBlink’s61 scores are right-skewed, all correlation statistics are reported as Spearman’s 

rank correlation (rho), which does not require a linear or normally distributed relationship 

between the two variables and is robust to this skew. Results are consistent whether or not a log 

transform is additionally applied. Correlations were run separately for the Overall Composite 

Index, each of the three sub-composites, and their Intensity equivalents, against StartupBlink’s 

score, across all fifty WACI cities. 

A.4.2  The matched-comparator design 

To address the possibility that any correlation is driven by city scale alone, a quasi-experimental 

design was constructed. Each of the fifty WACI cities was matched against up to four comparator 

cities chosen to share its continent, its 2025 population, and its host country’s GDP per capita 

(International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook, April 2026),15 while excluding any city 

appearing in this report’s own art-indicator sources.  

This design holds constant city scale, region, and the general level of national economic 

development, isolating the comparison to the presence or absence of substantial aesthetic 

infrastructure. On this test, the sample cities outperformed their matched comparators on 

StartupBlink score in forty-five of fifty cases (paired t-test on log-transformed scores, t = 8.72, p 

< 0.0001; Wilcoxon signed-rank test, p < 0.0001). The five exceptions are Hong Kong, 

Guangzhou, Brasília, Düsseldorf, and Turin. 

A.4.3  Limitations 

The correlation and matched-comparator results establish a robust association between aesthetic 

capacity and wider urban development, but neither is evidence of causation in either direction. 
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