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This report was created in March-April 2020 and updated for publication on December 10, 2020. 
The original title “Culture After Covid-19?” became “ Culture in the pandemics era?”   1

The current COVID-19 pandemic is affecting the world economically, socially, and culturally. 
In March and April 2020, all cultural events that involve lots of people gathering in physical 
places for have been cancelled. For the rest of 2020 and 2021, museums, art centers, concert 
halls and other cultural facilities were sometimes closed and sometimes open. According to 
The Art Basel and UBS Global Art Market 2021 Report,   “an analysis on 365 global art fairs 2

in 2020 revealed 61% were cancelled, 37% held live events, and the remaining 2% of fairs 
held hybrid, alternative events.” In early December 2021, Oxford University Professor and one 
of the AstraZeneca vaccine creators Professor Dame Sarah Gilbert warned in her lecture that 
the next pandemic “could be worse. It could be more contagious, or more lethal, or both.”  3
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Global culture is entering a new period, and we don’t know yet what it will be. But regardless 
of what may happen, having quantitative knowledge of long term cultural trends will help us 
better understand the future when it arrives.   

This report presents one such analysis. We look at the growth and diffusion of international 
art biennales. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first quantitative analysis of art bien-
nales history. Below we discuss our findings including the effects of 2008 global financial 
crisis on biennale growth. (This work is a part of a larger Elsewhere project where we investi-
gate the growth of global contemporary culture after 1990 using data science and AI meth-
ods.) 

We created a dataset of all biennales that had editions in 2017 or 2018. Many new arts bi-
ennales that started in the last decades had only a few editions and did not continue. We de-
cided to include only biennales that keep going, so the latest edition in 2017 or 2018 was 
our criteria for inclusion. (It is possible that even after a few months of research, we were not 
able to find some international biennales that fit our criteria - so if you see omissions in our 
dataset, please let us know.)  

Number of unique biennales:  200 

Number of countries:  174 

Number of cities:  81 

The list of all 200 biennales sorted by first edition year appears in the next two pages. 
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Biennales database, part 1: 1896-2006 
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Biennales database, part 2: 2006-2018 

 6



Cultural Analytics Lab

The first international art biennale took place in 1895 in Venice. There are 36 regularly oc-
curring biennales by 1990, 68 biennales by 2010, and 200 by 2019. The plot on the next 
page shows this growth. To create the following graph, we added the number of all unique 
biennales in each year that were active in 2017-2018. 

We expected that the graph would reflect some political and economic events - such as the 
end of Cold War and beginning of globalization around 1991 or global financial crisis of 
2008-2009. Instead, the graph shows very gradual acceleration of growth - leading to expo-
nential growth.  We don’t see any sudden leaps forward or big temporary slow downs. (How-
ever, later we will plot the data differently and see that things are more complicated.) 

It took 30 years to get from 8 biennales in 1960 to 37 in 1990. In the 1990s, global art world 
started to expand and grow. Between 1990 and 200, their number almost doubles (197%). In 
the next two decades, the rates of growth are still high - but smaller than in the 1990s. 
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New biennales growth rates: 

1990 - 2000:  197%  

2000 - 2010:  173%  

2010 - 2019:  145% 

 
Thus, the strongest expansion so far was during the 1990s. It is possible that the growth 
would have accelerated in 2000s and again 2010s if the world did not go through a financial 
crisis that started in 2008. 

Let’s now look at biennale geography over time. The map below shows all 200 biennale loca-
tions in our dataset, with color indicating the first edition year of each biennales. The first art 
biennales are established only in Europe and US (green dots). After WWII, we see a slow ex-
pansion of biennale geography (blue dots). After 2000, this expansion accelerates, with 
dozens of biennales being established in many countries (red dots). 
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Next, we will look in more details at biennale growth over time in a few geographic regions. 
In the 1960s and 1970s Eastern Europe has more biennales than Western Europe. But after 
1996, the two grow at different speeds. More new biennales emerge in Western Europe, and 
less in Eastern Europe, and this gap keeps getting bigger. 

In Asia, growth at first is very slow but eventually it accelerates. In 2002 Asia overtakes North 
America. In 2017 Asia leaps over Eastern Europe. The grows rate of new biennales gradually 
accelerates in all regions.  
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However, despite this growth,  Europe still has most biennales by 2019:   

WESTERN EUROPE - 57 

ASIA - 40  

EASTERN EUROPE - 32  

LATIN AMERICA - 15  

AFRICA - 7  

CARIBBEAN - 3 

What countries and cities have most biennales? Here we see something unexpected. The top 
countries in the art market in terms of sales are US, UK and China.  In 2020, US had 42%, 4

while UK and US each had 20%.  What about most important art world cities in terms of 
numbers of galleries, art museums and art fares ? My own intuition would suggest New York, 
London, Los Angeles, Tokyo, and Beijing. 2015 Artsy report listed the following cities: 

01 New York 
02 London 
03 Miami 
04 Venice 
05 Paris 
06 Berlin 
07 Los Angeles 

08 Basel + Zürich 
09 Hong Kong 
10 São Paulo 
11 Singapore 
12 Istanbul 
13 Beijing 

 

But the geography of biennales does not correspond precisely to either art market sales or 
our beliefs about what cities are important for contemporary art. Looking at our dataset,  
these are the countries that had most biennales with editions in 2017-2018: 
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USA - 17 

GERMANY - 9 

AUSTRIA, CHINA -  8 each 

BRAZIL, RUSSIA, UK  - 7 each       

CANADA,  FRANCE,  JAPAN,  SOUTH KOREA - 6 each 

 

 

And the list of cities with most biennales is even more surprising: 

Moscow, Riga, Taipei - 4 each 

Bucharest  and New York - 3 each      

Athens, Beijing, Buenos Aires, La Paz, Liverpool, Melbourne, Paris, Quebec, 

Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo - 2 each 

The following visualizations show all 200 biennales in our dataset organized by geographic 
locations. The inner ring shows regions, the 2nd ring shows countries, the 3rd shows cities 
and the 4th outer ring shows individual biennales. The colors indicate regions - Asia is green, 
Eastern Europe is violet, Western Europe and North America are gray, Latin America is pink,  
Middle East is emerland, and so on. The regions and countries with more biennales corre-
spond to branches that are positioned further apart from neighbors. This happens because 
the map drawing algorithm needs to fit it all smaller branches (cities and particular bien-
nales).   
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Closeup: visualization center showing geographic regions and beaches for particular coun-
tries 
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Closeup: Asia 

 14



Cultural Analytics Lab

Closeup: Eastern Europe 
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Finally, what about possible effects of 2007-2008 global financial crisis on biennale growth? 
Did the growth in the numbers of new biennales slowed down? More generally, is there a 
direct connection between the economic patterns and the growth of art biennales?  

To approach this question, we plot the data in different way. While previous graphs were 
showing cumulative numbers of all biennales for every year, in the next graph we only show 
the numbers of new biennales established every year from 1970 to 2019:  

There are three periods of particularly fast acceleration of growth: 1997-2000, 2006-2009, 
and 2017-2018. Between 2009 and 2017, the growth rate does not change - 7 new biennales 
are added every year.  Only one year is an exception. This year is 2011 - three years after the 
crisis started. Only one new biennale still active today was added in 2011. 
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What will be the effect of the current global pandemic on the future of large-scale cultural 
events ? Since we don’t know how covid-19 virus continues to evolve, we can’t predict these 
effects. However, it is encouraging to learn that the impact of the last big financial crisis in at 
least one area - art biennales - was limited.  While it did slow down the growth for a number 
of years, it dod not stop. New biennales were still launched every year.  

Of course, other factors can be also responsible for these trends besides changes in econo-
my. The current crisis is different because it impacts not only economy but also many other 
things including travel and gatherings of many people in physical spaces (which is what bi-
ennales required so far).  
 
One clear effect of the pandemic we saw in 2020-2021 is the faster and wider adoption of 
internet-based platforms and new digital formats in many cultural fields including contem-
porary art.  Here are just a few examples: art galleries started to create online "viewing 5

rooms"; many art museums build interactive 3D virtual recreations of their physical exhibi-
tions; Christie's and Sotheby’ auction houses started to hold hybrid physical and digital art 
auctions; k-pop companies in South Korea developed “beyond live” format that combines a 
live group performance, real-time 3D graphics, and AR, and the gives online viewers ability to 
chat with the performers and choose camera angles; nd NFT art format originally introduced 
in 2014 by NYC artist Kevin McCoy  quickly quickly grew in popularity in 2020-2021. 6

 
The development of contemporary art and culture in general cannot be fully captured by 
quantitative datasets such as the one we created for this study.  For example, the number of 
new art biennales launched every year, although indicative of growth and expansion in the 
field, does not say anything about the nature, topicality, or importance of the art exhibited in 
these biennales. However, the comparison of biennale activity among geographical regions 
illuminates the impact of the economic and political inequality on the art world. But most 
importantly, our data captures the development of the biennale as a very specific model for 
organizing art production and consumption. This model so far used to rely on transnational 
networking and ever increasing global mobility of artists and curators. In case the current (or 
future) pandemics will have a long-lasting impact on how we travel, the biennale model will 
have to reinvent itself or otherwise we will see the rise of alternative models in the art 
world. 
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