
“The Value of Art” – Transforming User Attention into Monetary Value 
in a Series of Interactive Artworks 

Christa SOMMERER & Laurent MIGNONNEAU 

Interface Cultures Department, Institute for Media,  
University of Art and Design Linz 

Kollegiumgasse 2, 4040 Linz, Austria 
 

Obel Guest Professor at Aalborg University 
Department of Art & Technology 

Rendsburggade 14, 9000 Aalborg, Denmark 
christa.sommerer@ufg.at 

 
 

Abstract 
Attention is becoming the new currency in our information 
and media society. The art market is using art as commod-
ity that can be invested in, and on which one can make 
profit.  That profit can be increased with the help of mar-
keting and attention-accumulation strategies. We will pre-
sent a series of our recent interactive artworks that deal 
with the economy of attention and the evaluation of art 
value on the basis of user attention.  
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 Introduction 
In this paper a series of interactive artworks will be de-
scribed.  In an ironical fashion they deal with creating 
value by transforming user attention into monetary value.  
In the context of participatory art, general issues of the 
attention economy and its link to the art market will be 
discussed.   
 

1. Value in Art and the Art Market 
 For a long time there has been a connection between art 
and monetary value. In the feudalistic and clerical system 
of the Renaissance, royals, aristocrats and clerics commis-
sioned works of art and artists had to adapt them to their 
tastes and requests [1]. Often there was no clear distinction 
between craftsmanship and art, and entire artist workshops 
were put under contract to portray and document religious 
and political motifs. In the Age of Enlightenment artists 
started to become more independent and the notion of the 
artist as a free creator and genius was born. It was gener-
ally believed that anyone could become an artist if he or 
she had enough talent. On the other hand, that also meant 
that artists had to struggle on their own to survive eco-

nomically and come to terms with an evolving art market 
system [2]. 
 
Michael Findlay [3] writes about the connection between 
the value of art and its social and economic function. To 
him the monetary value of an artwork is an expression of 
various art historical circumstances, the artist’s biography, 
the art dealer, collectors and the influence of the museums.  
 
Jean-Joseph Goux [4] analyses the price of an artwork in 
relation to its aesthetic value. He focuses on the discrep-
ancy between the labor embodied in an artwork and its 
market price.  In his view, its market value is determined 
by individual demand to a much greater extent than by its 
aesthetic value. 
 
Money has always been important for artists. Even though 
the cliché of the poor, unsuccessful painter or sculpturer is 
still widespread, there is considerable evidence that artists 
proactively deal  with money and value when they create 
artworks . Andy Warhol’s statement that “Good business is 
the best art” [5] illustrates that economic success was not 
taboo for American artists in the mid 20th century. This 
was quite in contrast to the European ideal of the poor art-
ist genius, a cliché that has been a common assumption 
since the Romantic epoch. 
 
Several artists have employed money as a motif in their 
works of art [6]. Edward Kienholz, for example, wrote the 
presumed value of his painting directly on its surface (“For 
$13200,” 1969 [7]), thereby suggesting what the value of 
his work should be. John Baldessari also ironically dealt 
with the process and the material of art making in a work 
entitled “Quality Material” that he produced in 1966-68 
[8]. There he states that good art is composed of quality 
material, craftsmanship, careful inspection and the artist’s 
motivation to create good art. He clearly refers to the 
common belief that an artwork is more valuable if it takes 



a lot of time to make it, contains expensive materials or  
has been made by a highly skilled craftsman. 
 
In recent years art has also become a commodity for in-
vestment. Goux [4] points out the strong connection be-
tween the art market and the stock market. Similar to the  
bourse where securities are sold, the group behavior  of art 
dealers and collectors determines trends through copycat 
effects, contagion or inverse investment strategies. Art is 
now widely accepted as an investment that can be stored 
until prices rise. In a capitalistic system the artist is becom-
ing a kind of stock that can rise and fall according to mar-
ket trends and demand. Since the quality of an artwork is 
often hard to judge and not really obvious, the opinion of 
experts and gate keepers such as art dealers, gallerists and 
curators is becoming an important criterion in which inves-
tors trust. This can even lead to self-fulfilling prophecies, 
cascading information systems and snowball effects. Cer-
tain star artists will emerge when a large number of people 
invest in them, and a “winner takes  all” phenomenon leads 
to skyrocketing values for a lucky few, while the value of 
the works of many other artists remains quite low.  
 
Jacqueline Nowikovsky [9] points out the intricate interac-
tion between the primary and secondary markets, the influ-
ence of experts such as critics and curators and their effects 
on the establishment of an artwork as a masterpiece within 
the art historical cannon. 
 
 
2. The Economy of Attention 
 
While there are many components that contribute to the 
determination of the monetary value of an artwork, atten-
tion is certainly a key factor.  
 
According to the Austrian professor Georg Franck, atten-
tion is the new currency in our media-based society [10]. 
Our epoch is characterized by an overwhelming amount of 
information. But information itself is becoming outdated 
faster and faster and needs to be permanently replaced. In 
online platforms and social media we are constantly asked 
to react to new information, remain attentive and stay in-
formed.  
 
At the same time our epoch is also facing a serious infor-
mation overload. Unfortunately, we as humans are organi-
cally limited in respect to the amount of information we 
can deal with.  Our attention span is short and we have to 
economize it if we want to avoid sickness or burnout. At-
tracting the attention of others is thus becoming more and 
more of a value. A flourishing advertisement industry has 
professionalized this attention factor, fighting for every 
second of our brain space  with the help of billboards, TV 
spots, online banners, Twitter messages and other sublimi-
nal strategies. According to Franck, gaining attention is 
now becoming even more important than earning money. 

As there is more and more information surrounding us, 
getting attention is becoming increasingly difficult.  
 
In Franck’s view, our economic system is moving towards 
a mix of an attention and information economy. Attention 
is increasingly assuming the role of a currency, and can 
even surpass money in its universality. 
 
In this immaterial economy of attention, wealth of atten-
tion can amount to prestige, reputation, stardom and fame. 
These are the new forms of capital in our attention econ-
omy. 
 
We can witness this in our media based society: attention is 
the new currency in social platforms such as Facebook and 
Twitter. We are constantly being asked to evaluate our 
surroundings, products, services as well as other people. 
Followers and “likes” are becoming the new drugs for self-
created stars, who acquire increasing fame only because 
they are famous. Socialites such as Paris Hilton are known 
for being known, children of stars turn their inherited ac-
cumulated attention capital into real capital. The new elites 
today are those who invest their attention capital cleverly 
and reap the benefits by increasing their accumulated atten-
tion stocks.  
 
According to Georg Frank, the basis of the financial mar-
ket is its trade with credits [10]. Even the art system re-
sembles a bank in a certain way: its invested capital can, 
for example, be the artist, the exhibition, the performance 
or the concert. By accumulating attention, this invested 
capital can become more valuable, just like a stock that 
increases in value. Ultimately well invested cultural capital 
will increase in value through increased attention.   
 
In the opinion of Franck the cultural industry is a capital 
market of attention. We can also witness this in the so 
called art rankings, which show the monetary value of an 
artist and his or her artworks. According to Dossi, these 
systems do not inform us about the quality of an artist or 
his/her artwork; they just tell us about the amount of atten-
tion he or she has been able to accumulate over time [11], 
and they often have the additional effect of creating more 
attention. Once the reputation of an artist is established, it 
will develop its own dynamics and create guaranteed in-
vestment returns.  
 
But the connection between attention and the monetary 
success of an artist is not a new phenomenon of the media 
society. Even in the Renaissance artists had to be entertain-
ers and fight for the attention of royals and clerics. Accord-
ing to Vasari, the Italian painter Sodoma became famous 
and eventually was accepted as a protegée by Pope Leo the 
10th, because he engaged in all sorts of crazy entertain-
ment activities,  and was a good painter as well [11]. 
 
In our times we have similar personalities. When Brat Pitt, 
who is both a movie star and a star collector, collects the 



star artist Damien Hirst, the fame of the collector is trans-
ferred to the artist and, vice versa, the fame of the artist 
benefits the movie star. Rich people collect art not only for 
the sheer love of art or for philanthropic reasons; often 
their motivation comes from a wish to gain more promi-
nence and improve their reputation. When they buy expen-
sive (and thus already confirmed „Blue Chip“) art, their 
own attention capital is enhanced; their social status  is 
confirmed, and the interest rate of their own attention capi-
tal skyrockets. 
 
This can also explain spectacular auctions where star col-
lectors bid enormous sums of money for artworks . Art has 
become a trophy that has to be hunted down, as it can ulti-
mately enhance the status of the buyer among the atten-
tion-and-monetary-elite. Art becomes a commodity, and 
the artist becomes a brand. Dossi states that  “The eco-
nomical construct of the brand has replaced the romantic 
notion of the artist as a genius, and the ‘divino artista’ of 
the Renaissance has been transformed into a pop star 
within the global capitalistic system“ [12]. 
 
Famous collectors even now have the power to influence 
the decisions of well known museums as to which artworks 
they will display by lending their collections to them or 
becoming their patrons. Only in rare cases is this done 
completely selflessly and without monetary interest.  When 
an artwork, which is in ones own collection, is exhibited in 
a famous museum, its value will significantly increase, as 
it can now become part of the art historical cannon. The 
work can later be sold at a much higher price. An expert in 
this process is the British art collector and gallerist Charles 
Saatchi, who is a member of various commissions of fa-
mous British art museums. There he influences their exhi-
bition decisions, places his own artists in them and thus 
increases their value [13]. While insider trading is forbid-
den in the stock market, trading with and with the use of 
insider information is widely practiced in the art market. 
 
In summary, gaining attention is one of the key factors that 
enables an artwork to become recognized and valuable in 
the art market system. Strategically accumulating and in-
creasing this attention through trading and auctioning will 
make the value of the artist increase. This will attract even 
more attention and eventually lead to the artist becoming a 
brand. His or her accumulated attention stocks (fame, repu-
tation value) will rise and fall in the purely capitalistic art 
market system. 
 

3. From Participatory to Interactive Art 
 
Let us now turn to the context of our own art practice. In 
media art, interactivity has become a main feature that has 
done away with the strict borders between the artwork, the 
artist and his/her audience. Since the 1950’s, participatory 
art has led to the creation of artworks that can be open and 
process-based [14]. Instruction-based art by Fluxus artists 

such as Yoko Ono [15] put audience participation in the 
foreground, leaving ample room for free interpretation and 
individual creativity. 
 
In strict contrast to the traditional notion of the artist as a 
genius who presents the artwork as a finished product, par-
ticipatory art involves its audience in the completion of the 
work to a considerable extent. Roland Barthes’ text on the 
“Death of the Author” [16], Umberto Eco’s writing on 
“The Open Art Work” [17], Söke Dinkla’s “Pioneers of 
Interactive Art” [18], Ryszard Kluszcyński’s [19] analysis 
of interactive art, and Erkki Huhtamo’s list of common 
misunderstandings about interactive art [20] are important 
sources of reference to this development.  
 
Interactive art became popular in the 1990ies . It combined 
concepts of participatory art, feedback mechanisms, cyber-
netic principles, sensor technologies and computing proc-
esses. Interactive art interprets and transforms various sen-
sory inputs from the participating audience. That can, for 
example, be their gestures, touch, voice input, or various 
other multi-modal interactions. Although the artists here do 
provide interactive scenarios and various interfaces and 
sensor technologies, they leave a big part of the completion 
of the artwork to the audience. Through dynamic adaptive 
systems, feedback mechanism, evolutionary algorithms 
and learning systems they transport the idea of user par-
ticipation to a higher level.   
 
Although feedback systems and early forms of audience 
interaction were already practiced in early cybernetic art 
and some forms of kinetic art from the 1950’s onwards, it 
was in the 1990’s that ideas of interactive art really caught 
on. 
 
Many of the artists working in this field deliberately 
handed over some of the creative work to their audience. 
This is similar to what Fluxus artists did in the 1950’s and 
what some relational aesthetics artworks [21], as described 
by Bourriaud, are now doing. Christiane Paul writes about 
these connections and points out that there is still a “con-
tinuing disconnect between new media art and the main-
stream art world.” Besides historical baggage, she sees the 
reason for this  in the “challenges that the medium poses 
when it comes to 1) the understanding of its aesthetics, 2) 
its immateriality (a key element of the medium’s aesthet-
ics), 3) its preservation, and 4) its reception by audiences. 
All of these factors require in-depth consideration to ex-
plain the ongoing tensions between new media art and the 
art world.” [22] 
 
A common feature of interactive art is the changing role of 
the artist and his/her relationship with the audience. This is 
also linked to Joseph Beuys’ claim that “Everyone is an 
artist” [23] (a concept he borrowed from Novalis). In this 
democratic involvement of the audience, one can also see 
connections to early forms of communication art as pio-
neered by Roy Ascott [24] . 



The focus of art as an interactive process involving the 
audience also poses a question as to the value of art itself. 
When the artists voluntarily retreat from their powerful 
position of determining the preferred interpretation of their 
work, they also need to consider how the value of these 
artworks will be determined.  
 
In Information Aesthetics, Max Bense and Abraham Moles 
have already tried - in different ways - to offer a method to 
determine the value of art on mathematical, scientific and 
empirical bases [25]. Referring to the theories of David 
Birkhoff about mathematical aesthetics and Claude Shan-
non’s Information Theory, art was considered to derive its 
purely aesthetical value from the relation between order 
and complexity, or respectively between information and 
redundancy. Combining these with Norbert Wiener’s Cy-
bernetic Theory, we come to the conclusion that the proc-
ess of art criticism should no longer rely on subjective 
opinions, but follow rational scientific criteria. This theo-
retical framework (which Max Bense proposed in his In-
formation Aesthetics beginning in 1954) challenged the 
«Stuttgart School of Computer Art » to not only consider 
information aesthetics as an art critical tool, but as a 
method for generating art with the help of a computer. 
Bense distinguished between four phases of an aesthetic 
object: the numerical aesthetics, semiotic aesthetics, se-
mantic aesthetics and the generative aesthetics [26]. Abra-
ham Moles, however, claimed that subjective evaluations 
of the observers should be added to the equation [27]. 
 
Interactive art with its connection to information aesthetics 
and open artwork concepts of participatory art is of course 
in stark contrast to the artist star cult practiced in the cur-
rent art market system. Here we are not talking about the 
hyped pop star artist, whose lifestyle and branding is more 
important than the work of art itself (as pointed out by 
Dossi [28]). Instead, shared authorship and audience in-
volvement, as well as generative software and sensor tech-
nologies lead to the consideration of contemporary cultural 
issues where interaction and participation are the new 
metaphors and trends in our media and information soci-
ety. 
 

4. “The Value of Art” Series 
 
Based on these complex considerations concerning the 
economy of attention, the context of value creation in art, 
as well as the questions surrounding authorship and value 
in interactive art, we created a series of interactive art 
works called “The Value of Art” in 2010 [29]. The aim of 
these systems was to deal with value creation in the art 
world in a symbolic, critical, pragmatic and ironical man-
ner. Building on our background in interactive art, we 
aimed to raise awareness of the complex topic of value 
creation and its link to the attention economy by physically 
involving the visitors in art experiments. 

To do this, we transformed existing paintings that we 
bought at auction houses. We equipped them with sensor 
technology that can measure the exact time viewers spend 
in front of them.  A small thermal printer is also attached to 
the frame of each painting. One of them is shown in Figure 
1 along with attached sensor technology and a printer.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. This shows a close up of “The Value of Art/Unruhige 
See” painting with the attached printer and sensor. ©2010, 
Christa Sommerer & Laurent Mignonneau 

We know the exact the price we paid for each painting and 
also the amount of money we spent on interface materials. 
Besides, we add the value of our working time, which we 
have fixed at 60 Euros an hour.  On this basis, we can cal-
culate the exact initial value of each system and print it out 
on the thermal printer. For example, the initial value of our 
first “The Value of Art/Unruhige See” painting was 
2,078.70 Euros. This figure included all of our expenses; it 
was printed out on the paper from the thermal printer at the 
beginning of the first exhibition. This is shown in Figure 2. 
As we can see, the paper slip is still quite short. 

Once the “The Value of Art/Unruhige See” interactive 
painting was exhibited, the work started counting the num-
ber of visitors and the amount of time they spent looking at 
it. We have set the value of user attention at 1 Euro for 
each 10 seconds. This is based on observations that the 










