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Abstract 

The hackathon format, which began as a commercial digital 
model, has been modified across different communities within 
the arts and cultural sectors. Adjusting the hack to work within 
the arts presents logistical challenges to organisers. The authors 
of this paper, an arts curator and artist-practitioner, have 
organised and run hack-style events together since 2014. In this 
research, they define hacks and cite examples of recent art and 
cultural hacks. They then present a series of three case studies 
that describe their collaborative projects. An analysis of this 
research shows that the format of the hack event has been 
modified in a variety of ways across different projects. These 
include removing competitive aims, considering needs that are 
specific to arts participants, strategically planning materials and 
resources, and carefully considering exhibition and showcase 
formats. 

Introduction 
In recent years, curators, cultural organizations and arts 
practitioners have been presenting and producing hack 
events within the arts and cultural sectors. Suzy O’Hara 
and Victoria Bradbury have been developing hack-style 
events together since they initiated the ‘Thinking Digital 
Arts // Hack’ in Newcastle, UK, in 2014. O’Hara comes 
from a curatorial and arts production background while 
Bradbury is a media artist, teacher, and maker. These 
different perspectives have strengthened their partnership 
in developing and delivering this series of projects. 
 Through this paper, the authors review current 
practice alongside an analysis of the projects that they 
have produced with other collaborators. Through these 
methods, they interrogate the questions; how can a 
structure that originated with the commercial digital 
sector, which is fundamentally based around 
competition, problem-solving, and commercial software 
development, influence artistic strategies that aim to 
generate knowledge through organic research, process, 
and inquiry? How is this format being utilised within the 
arts and how it has been modified across different 
communities?  

What is a Hack? 
Hackathons, which are more commonly referred to as 
‘hacks’, are a format for the production of collaborative 
projects. They are intensive events that occur over a 
short time frame (usually from a half-day to 48 hours), 
that encourage problem solving and content generation. 
They have become an increasingly prevalent mode of 

working within the commercial and artistic digital 
sectors. Hacks originated within the commercial digital 
sector as an innovation strategy for developers to think 
creatively about solving technical problems. This format 
has been appropriated by the arts and cultural sectors 
more recently as a way for artists and organisations to 
work with the commercial digital sector skill set in an 
experimental, low-risk way. [8] 
 Wikipedia has defined hackathons as they are most 
commonly known within the commercial digital sector, 
stating, 
 

“A hackathon [...] is an event in which computer 
programmers and others involved in software 
development and hardware development, including 
graphic designers, interface designers and project 
managers, collaborate intensively on software 
projects in competition with other teams.” [12] 

 
Hacks, however, have been used by cultural institutions 
and by artists as a strategy to generate discourse, 
collaboration, and as a starting point for new artworks 
and ideas. These hacks represent anti-disciplinary 
practices emerging at the intersection of arts, culture, 
creative digital industries, design, and engineering. Hack 
formats are shaped by the motivations that drive their 
development. Various agendas reveal the needs of vastly 
differing communities of professionals including artists, 
hackers, makers, creative coders, engineers, scientists, 
data architects, technologists, arts and cultural 
professionals, venues and business. Unlike a traditional 
artist-in-residence programme, which is particular to the 
arts and literature, the hack format has proven to be 
portable and work well in both commercial and arts 
based contexts.  

Hacks within the Arts and Cultural Sectors 
Since 2011, a series of funded programmes have been 
delivered to develop the ‘culture hack’ methodology 
across the UK. These include ‘Culture Code’ 1  and 
‘Culture Hack, Sync’ 2 , and ‘Culture Shift, British 
Council’ 3 . Each of these programmes enables the 
creation of innovative digital prototypes that catalyse 

                                                
1 http://www.culturecode.co.uk/ 
2 http://culturehack.org.uk/about/ 
3 http://creativeconomy.britishcouncil.org/projects/culture-
shift/ 
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cultural data through collaborative practice while 
creating new working relationships across the arts, 
technology and the creative industries. These events seek  
“…to embrace technological innovation and find new 
ways for emerging creative practitioners to benefit from 
the digital revolution…” [6] They are usually linked to a 
particular cultural organisation or museum and tend to 
appropriate the competitive format from the commercial 
sector with a cultural motivation and output. 
 The cultural sector has primarily used the hack 
methodology to develop tools and explore new business 
models. These capitalize on income generation 
opportunities brought about by digital technologies while 
exploring ways in which cultural data can be accessed, 
utilised and monetised. The format of these events has 
traditionally been to host participants in an appropriately 
resourced space for up to 48 hours to create collaborative 
projects in a competitive environment. Prizes are usually 
given to winning pitches. In some cases, this has taken 
the form of a winning team being granted support to 
further develop a prototype. ‘Culture Shift’, for example, 
has partnered with digital firms such as Google to grant 
funds and “…provide a level of support and incubation 
in order for [participants’] ideas to become a reality.” [6] 
Typically, hack participants are not paid for their time, 
but their expenses and logistics may be covered. The 
value of developing collaborative projects and 
networking is emphasised over financial payment.  
 An example of a culture-hack at a major UK venue is 
‘Hack the Space’. This large-scale event was presented 
at the Tate Modern Turbine Hall on 14 June 2014 as a 
stage to re-launch The Space4 online platform. ‘Hack the 
Space’ was the first hack event held at Tate Modern and 
employed an open innovation 5  business strategy to 
access external expertise and nurture innovation within a 
contemporary art venue. A wide offering of data was 
made available to the participants, including data 
supplied by artists such as Ai Wei Wei. Whilst ‘Hack the 
Space’ was hosted by Tate Modern, the event was 
delivered by 3 Beards, “…an events company that exists 
to grow and support the global startup community…’’ 
[1] 
 Victoria Bradbury participated in ‘Hack the Space’ as 
part of the British Council team, creating the 
‘Pharmaceutically Active Crustaceans’ project 6 . 
Bradbury observed that ‘Hack the Space’ appropriated 
and applied a commercially orientated methodology to 
shape a competitive context in which participants would 
generate a range of creative outputs. Like the ‘Culture 
Shift’ hack, “…participants pitch a finished prototype to 
a panel of judges…” [6] to win funding for development. 

                                                
4 http://www.thespace.org 
5 “…a more distributed, more participatory, more decentralized 
approach to innovation, based on the observed fact that useful 
knowledge today is widely distributed, and no company, no 
matter how capable or how big, could innovate effectively on 
its own.” [7] 
6 http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/jun/16/hack-
the-space-tate-modern 

The high profile of the artists who presented the data 
used in the event paired with the brand value of the 
venue (Tate Modern), propelled ‘Hack the Space’ from a 
grassroots activity amongst individuals (artists, makers, 
commercial technologists) to a nationally reviewed event 
that boasted a live audience of over ten thousand people. 
As with all commercial hack events, invited participants 
were not paid for their time, however, the promise of 
further development funding, the opportunity for 
participants to raise their profile through media attention, 
and access to both a professional and public audience 
continued to hold value. Like geeks-in-residence 
programmes7, ‘Hack the Space’ provided value for the 
institution (Tate Modern) by bringing a digital mind-set 
into their venue and fostering relationships with the new 
media arts and commercial, creative digital and 
technology industries, while capitalizing upon the 
existing infrastructure and working practices of the 
contemporary arts sector.   
 Another project investigating applications of the hack 
model in the arts is ‘Inhabiting the Hack’. This research 
was led by Dr. Helen Thornham, Associate Professor of 
Digital Cultures at University of Leeds, UK and aims to 
provide a critical perspective on current practice within 
hacks as sites of meaningful production for the arts. 
‘Inhabiting the Hack’ was part of the Communities and 
Culture Network and ran through December 2015. The 
project examines “…the notions of innovation and 
creativity ingrained in digital culture…” and seeks to 
interrogate hacks and the “…relationships between 
innovation, practice, imagination and material…” that 
they uncover, capture and exploit. [9] 
 ‘Inhabiting the Hack’ researchers are working with a 
range of UK arts organisations to develop “…alternative 
styles of hack events, often informed by traditional arts 
activities such as residencies and retreats…” [9] rather 
than commercially driven methodologies which evolved 
for a different sector. These alternative events are guided 
by an intent to avoid challenges with the hack format as 
it is migrated to the arts and cultural sectors. The 
researchers view traditional hackathons as,   

“intensive events, which make things invisible and in 
which, 

* Play hides work (and worker’s rights e.g. minimum 
wage legislation, etc). 

* Pitches and prizes hide intrinsic value. 
* Product focus hides reflections and learning. 
* Emphasis on pre-planning and problem solving 

inhibits exploration. 
* Extra-curricular dates/times exclude carers  
* Appropriation of language (hack, retreat, kata, 

camp, pattern) loses wider cultural significance in 
translation. 

* Focus on the ‘pitch’ as end-product privileges 
hylomorphic design over material.” [10] 
 

                                                
7 http://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-
network/culture-professionals-blog/2014/feb/28/geeks-
residence-tech-arts-developer 

Part I. Full Papers (peer-reviewed)

28 Proceedings of the 22nd International Symposium on Electronic Art ISEA2016 Hong Kong.



The authors of this paper have noticed similar challenges 
with the hack format when it is applied within the arts 
and cultural sectors.  
 
Challenges with the Hack Format  
From a practitioner’s perspective, there can be a number 
of challenges with the hack format. The rapid nature of 
the hack can create the impression that art made with 
technology is ‘quick and easy’. This is something that 
Bradbury has become aware of while teaching electronic 
art to undergraduate students; the public perception of 
technology is that it makes things ‘easier’ and ‘faster’. 
When used in creative contexts, however, this is not true. 
Fiber artist Annet Couwenberg addresses this idea in an 
interview when she states that beginning to use 
technology in her work “…didn’t make things easier…” 
[11] Technology is an art medium like any other; it 
requires knowledge and skill to implement alongside of 
creative and conceptual considerations. While open 
source code, pre-built software, API’s, and libraries 
allow artist-coders to avoid programming everything 
from scratch, there is still a great deal of work to be done 
to employ these technologies effectively in projects. 
These considerations are particularly acute when projects 
are generated collaboratively over a short time frame.  
 In relation to the exhibition of hack outputs, 
organisers must carefully consider the implications of 
possible modes of presentation. Facilitators must be 
sensitive to the professional needs of participants, many 
of whom work to build their public profiles as artists, 
both off and online. In her PhD research, Bradbury 
states,  
 

“There is scope for further research on the 
structuring of public exhibitions following art hacks, 
perhaps by de-emphasising organised displays of 
prototypes and classifying post-hack events as 
informal showcases. Advertising the results of an art 
hack or workshop as an exhibition requires artists to 
display work publicly that has been created quickly. 
This can be difficult for artists as they strive to 
develop and curate a public profile in order to 
control how their work is viewed.” [5] 
 

This issue of exhibitions after hacks has been notably 
considered in relation to Art Hack Day8 events. Art Hack 
Days are globally peripatetic, driven by a particular 
theme and held in collaboration with venues and events 
within the new media art field. Unlike the for-profit 3 
Beards, Art Hack Day is a non-profit organization that 
runs hack events and aims to,  
 

“…bridge the gap between art, technology and 
entrepreneurship with grassroots hackathons and 
exhibitions that demonstrate the expressive potential 
of new technology and the power of radical 
collaboration in art.” They are “…dedicated to 
hackers whose medium is art and artists whose 

                                                
8 See: http://www.arthackday.net 

medium is tech…” and they “… believe in non-
utilitarian beauty through technology and its ability 
to affect social change for public good.” [2] 

  
Thus, the motivations that shape Art Hack Day events 
are radically different from the curatorial model 
employed during ‘Hack the Space’, which emphasised 
outputs. However, the Art Hack Day organization and 
the hack format in general received criticism from arts 
communities for the event format used in the 2014 
Transmediale Festival in Berlin, Germany. The 
Transmediale ‘Afterglow’ Art Hack Day involved a 48-
hour research and development period during which 
invited artists would produce work for a  ‘flash’ 
exhibition. This would then be presented as major 
exhibition for this high-profile international festival. 
Artist Constant Dullaart publically declined his invitation 
to the Transmediale ‘Afterglow’ Art Hack Day event, 
highlighting emerging issues around the real costs of 
“…experimental innovation…” [3] that utilize 
commercially based methodologies to generate art for an 
exhibition context. In an open letter to the Transmediale 
‘Afterglow’ Art Hack Day organizers, Dullaart raised 
tangible issues around the motivation, agenda, working 
practices and dissemination strategies that were 
employed. Dullaart expressed concern around the 
“…creative corporate…” [3] hack format, time frame 
and context being created for art production, stating, 

 
“A fast, cost effective, even competitive, corporate 
way in which a large quantity of approaches can be 
included, competing with each other, stimulating 
ridiculous work hours, without any fee or 
compensation. Stimulating easy and quick solutions 
to personalise mass produced technology with an 
artistic flair. After which the work is presented 
without any chance of contemplation, or for that 
matter curatorial intervention...” [3] 

 
From Dullaart’s point of view, issues of finance, 
payment and fair working practices need to balance the 
perceived value of the experience of collaboration. The 
curatorial decision to host an exhibition following a 
research and development-focused art hack event can be 
detrimental to the experience of the work produced, the 
artists involved and the intended audience. 
 The hack format presents potential challenges for 
organisers, venues and participants when it is migrated 
from the commercial digital sector into an arts and 
cultural context. O’Hara and Bradbury became aware of 
these issues through personal contacts, online content, 
and first-hand experience as they organized and 
presented the following three case study projects from 
May 2014 – November 2015. The authors aimed to be 
sensitive to the above issues while remaining 
experimental and testing a range of organisational 
strategies.   
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Thinking Digital Arts // Hack 
 
The ‘Thinking Digital Arts // Hack’ (‘TDA//H’)9 took 
place on Tuesday 20 May 2014 in Newcastle, UK. It was 
part of the ‘Thinking Digital Arts’ programme, which 
was curated by Suzy O’Hara to run alongside ‘Thinking 
Digital’, a TED-style commercial tech conference that is 
produced annually by Herb Kim at the Sage Gateshead 
and attended by delegates from around the UK and 
internationally. ‘Thinking Digital Arts’ is part of 
O’Hara’s PhD research into intersections between the 
commercial and artistic digital sectors. ‘TDA//H’ invited 
artists and designers from around the UK and Europe as 
well as ‘Thinking Digital’ conference delegates to come 
together for a day of collaborative making. 
 

 
Fig 1. Thinking Digital Arts // Hack, 2014, initial brainstorming 
session. Photograph by Lalya Gaye. 
 
Strategies of Organizers: 
While planning ‘TDA//H’, the organisers, Suzy O’Hara 
(Curator) and Victoria Bradbury and Lalya Gaye from 
Attaya Projects10 (Lead Artists), became aware of the 
concerns that had been raised by the new media art 
community around the recently presented Transmediale 
‘Afterglow’ Art Hack Day. O’Hara, Bradbury, and Gaye 
wanted to be sensitive to these issues as they moved 
forward with inviting artists and planning the event, 
particularly around the presentation of outputs. 
 The theme of ‘TDA//H’ was ‘Decentralisation’, 
inspired by the simultaneous public conversations about 
the 2014 Scottish Referendum and questions raised about 
the tendency of UK arts to be London-centric 11 . 
Newcastle, as the hub of arts and culture in North East of 
England, was an ideal place to bring participants together 
to discuss this topic through collaborative projects.  
   ‘TDA//H’ also had a materials focus because of the 
Lead Artists’ personal interests in physical computing 
and sculptural new media artworks. Bradbury and Gaye 
made it a central goal to acquire and present quality 
materials for ‘TDA//H’ participants. They did this by 
using some of the project the budget to purchase high-
                                                
9 http://blurringartandlife.com/vb/thinkingdigitalarts_hack.html 
10 http://attayaprojects.com 
11 http://www.hannahfestival.com 

quality materials such as electronics, Arduinos, sensors, 
and conductive fabric and thread. This was also achieved 
through partnering with New Bridge Project12 and Maker 
Space Newcastle13. These two venues sit side-by-side on 
New Bridge Street, a central avenue of the city. Holding 
the event across these two spaces meant that participants 
could move between them, drawing upon the resources 
available in the gallery space (including projectors, 
monitors, and video equipment) and also have access to 
the maker space’s facilities and materials (including a 
laser cutter, 3-D printer, basic wood and electronic 
tools). Maker Space supported this effort by offering 
volunteers who participated in the hack while also 
monitoring and facilitating the use of their space. Finally, 
‘TDA//H’ also partnered with House of Objects14, who 
provided upcycled materials for the artists to work with 
during the event. 
 The experiences of the artists and organisers of 
Transmediale ‘Afterglow’ Art Hack Day influenced the 
curatorial decision not to host an exhibition of the work 
produced during ‘TDA//H’. A decision was made to 
instead market the public event as an ‘informal 
showcase’ of the work that would emerge. However, 
while the language may have been modified from 
‘exhibition’ to ‘informal showcase’, and understood by 
those working in the field, it had little bearing on 
audience expectations on the evening of the event. The 
lack of curatorial input into the showcase raised criticism 
from audiences who, despite the marketing message, still 
expected a curated exhibition. This underlined the fact 
that both the language and strategies used in organising 
art hacking events is still being defined and understood. 
 

 
Fig 2. Thinking Digital Arts // Hack, 2014, Prototyping phase. 
Photograph by Lalya Gaye. 
 
Outputs 
Because of the Lead Artists’ emphasis on sculptural and 
physical computing materials and equipment, ‘TDA//H’ 
resulted in mostly physical and sculptural projects. The 
participants made use of the resources provided and 
found a balance between play, serious inquiry, and final 
                                                
12 http://thenewbridgeproject.com 
13 www.makerspace.org.uk/ 
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production at the end of the day-long event. A range of 
projects emerged from the five groups, including a bird 
flocking algorithm and sculptural prototype, a pair of 
glasses made of upcycled CDs that allow a person to see 
behind himself as he walks while following commands 
from a computer programme, a mapping the city video 
artwork, an unplayable board game made of dissected 
laser-cut maps, and an interactive installation using web 
coding and Makey Makey15 that presented the miles that 
different foods travel to reach Newcastle food markets. 
 
Strategies of Participants 
In order maximize productivity during the short one-day 
timeframe, the ‘TDA//H’ organisers broke the day into 
three distinct phases: conceptualisation, prototyping, and 
execution. After the conceptualisation phase, there were 
short presentations by each of the groups. During this 
early stage of the event, the groups with more 
participants from the commercial digital sector had 
refined their ideas to a project that they would pursue 
through the prototyping and execution phases. This was 
mapped out quite clearly during their presentations and 
the outputs that these groups realized at the end of the 
day were very similar to what they had initiated early in 
the event. 
 The groups that consisted of more artists presented a 
vague and broad scope of what they planned to 
investigate throughout the day. In the end, these groups 
showed projects that were further removed and much 
more surprising in relation to what they had presented 
after the initial conceptualisation phase.   
 

The City is The City (is The City) 
 
‘The City is The City (is The City)’ 16  (‘TCTCTC’) 
project was supported by Baltan Laboratories and took 
place as a one-day event in Eindhoven, Netherlands on 
19 June 2015. Suzy O’Hara and Victoria Bradbury 
organised ‘TCTCTC’ with the aim to investigate citizen 
journalism through artistic practice. The project 
description reads, 
 

“The rise and development of citizen-journalism is a 
form of reporting that specifically uses citizen media 
and user-generated content to construct the news, 
disrupting the audience-broadcaster divide. Caught 
in the cross-fire between a disappearing illusion of 
privacy and an increasing dependence on networked 
services and infrastructures, the attitudes we recast 
towards roles of participation assume a new 
urgency. Indeed, what has this new world of meta-
data and democratized tools offered us if not an 
opportunity to enact, by implementing resources, 
techniques, and technologies, new investigations of 
these tools through artistic response? Provocations 
were explored through experimentation, 

                                                
15 http://makeymakey.com 
16 http://blurringartandlife.com/vb/tctctc.html 

questioning; How is artistic practice informed by the 
practical and theoretical challenges that 
simultaneous networked perspectives present?” [4] 

 

 
Fig 3. The City is The City (is The City), 2015, Web activity. 
Photograph by Beryl Graham. 
 
Strategies of Organizers 
‘TCTCTC’ employed an initial web activity to create 
brainstorming groups. When the participants arrived, 
they found their name attached to one of a number of 
strings that were woven across the room (Fig. 3). Each 
followed his or her string around the lab, ducking under 
and climbing over strings and each other to locate the 
end of the line, which was attached to one of the tables. 
At each table was the terminus of 4-5 strings as well as 
large papers with two of the key themes developed by 
organizers (ie: Verification Threads, Mobilisation, 
Privacy vs. Sharing). The initial groups discussed these 
themes, writing ideas on large sheets of paper. These 
theme sheets were then hung on walls around the 
perimeter of the room and participants were invited to 
gravitate toward a particular theme in order to 
amalgamate project groups for the day. Once groups 
were formed, the day was broken down into the same 
conceptualization, prototyping and execution phases 
used during ‘TDA//H’. These phases were timed and 
announced by the organisers to keep the day moving 
forward. ‘TCTCTC’ ended with each group presenting 
what they had created to the other participants and 
organisers. This removed any kind of public exhibition 
component and the event ended with informal 
conversation among participants. 
 
Outputs 
‘TCTCTC’ involved participants from diverse 
backgrounds who were from the Netherlands and the 
UK. These included four journalism students, an 
information architect, artists, curators, and academics. 
Unlike ‘TDA//H’, which afforded travel and 
accommodation in the budget, ‘TCTCTC’ participants 
funded their own attendance costs. Three teams formed 
and four different projects were created; the ‘News 
Buddy’ app, ‘Data That You Don’t Want to Share and 
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No One Wants to Know’, a hidden text t-shirt, and a data 
glove. 
 

 
Fig 4. The City is The City (is The City), 2015, ‘Data That You 
Don’t Want to Share and No One Wants to Know’. Photograph 
by Sas Enzo. 
 
Strategies of Participants 
The group that created the ‘News Buddy’ app consisted 
of an information architect, an artist and two curator-
artists. This group was driven by a highly linear process; 
they followed the phases of the day strictly through 
conceptualisation, prototyping, and execution. They took 
their time brainstorming and refining their idea on paper, 
then prototyped and executed the project as a website. 
Their final presentation showed a firm concept that was 
closely related to the topic of citizen journalism. 
 The group who created ‘Data That You Don’t Want 
to Share and No One Wants to Know’ followed a much 
more organic project evolution cycle. Their 
conceptualisation phase extended throughout most of the 
event. Finally, they settled upon an idea and executed 
two prototypes during a rapid burst of production at the 
end of the day. This group consisted of a 
curator/academic, a mid-career artist, a filmmaker and a 
journalism student. The journalism student was 
enamoured with learning physical computing strategies 
and excited about the open process that didn’t involve 
specific commands or outputs. This group’s presentation 
was lively and subversive, involving prototyped versions 
of a male and female genital sensor that showed genital 
data in a humorous way onscreen. This project didn’t 
relate closely or in a didactic way to the topic of citizen 
journalism. Rather, the group employed the spirit of an 
art hacking event to create a new media art project 
prototype through collaborative means.  
 The third group consisted of early career artist-
designers and a journalism student. It took this group 
most of the day to find a path to pursue, but they tried 
out many ideas and technologies along the way. There 
appeared to be some difficulty in the collaborative 
process with this group, evidenced at the end when they 
presented two separate project ideas. Both ideas seemed 
to have been developed quickly and privately as neither 
showed evidence of development throughout the phases 
of the day. The first project was a design for a t-shirt that 
displays a hidden-message when photographed. The 

second was a data-glove prototype made from a 
conglomeration of materials including tape, fabric, and 
wires. These were put together to illustrate a mode of 
data transfer between two people wearing the gloves. 
 

Rewriting the Hack 
 
‘Rewriting the Hack’ (‘RtH’) is the final case study. This 
project explored the theme of ‘Industrial and Post 
Industrial North East’ (UK). It was a female-only hack 
that focussed on issues related to women and tech with 
an emphasis on histories and archival materials. The 
two-day event examined the hack format as a site for 
producing collaborative, interdisciplinary artworks while 
examining issues of gender diversity in art and tech 
culture and in the hack format itself, particularly as it is 
an increasingly popular model for creative production. 
‘RtH’ was held at The Core, Science Central building in 
Newcastle, UK on 21-22 November, 2015 and included 
participants from around the UK and Europe. It was 
supported through ‘Inhabiting the Hack’ (discussed 
above), who suggested that a female-only hack model be 
produced in Newcastle and provided funds for the event. 
  
Strategies of Organizers 
‘RtH’ was organised and delivered by Suzy O’Hara and 
digital artist Shelly Knotts with Victoria Bradbury in an 
advisory role during the planning process. The first day 
of the event began by presenting a live-theatre piece, a 
monologue by Katherine Beaumont about women’s 
history in the North East of England. Next, Jennifer 
Hillyard presented materials that the Mining Institute had 
digitized for use at the hack. After these presentations, 
Knotts used the live-coding environment Super 
Collider17 to randomise initial groups for brainstorming 
the key topics of Systemic Obstacles, Structural 
Inequalities, Voice and Visibility, Revealing Narratives, 
and Feminising Code. ‘RtH’ then following the 
‘TCTCTC’ model of initial sub-group discussions of 
themes, followed by short presentations and hanging the 
topics on the walls of the space. After a break for lunch, 
participants were invited to gravitate toward particular 
themes and form groups for project conceptualisation, 
prototyping and execution. 
 Participants were selected who were librarians as well 
as artists, designers, musicians, filmmakers and 
businesswomen. They gathered to create with archival 
materials relating to the North East of England’s 
industrial heritage as well as current open data sets 
representative of the region’s post-industrial present. In 
the weeks leading up to the event, the Mining Institute 
digitized materials on women’s history in relation to 
mining. One example of this was the digitization of 
several chapters of a book called We are Women We are 
Strong that discusses women’s roles in the 1980’s 
mining strikes. This digitization was a notable result of 
the hack – the event brought pieces of women’s history 
into online archives that hadn’t previously been there.   
                                                
17 http://supercollider.github.io 
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Outputs 
Three groups formed from the thirteen hack participants. 
One focused on a single collaborative diorama project 
that activated mining history data called ‘Haway the 
Lasses’. Two larger groups worked in more divergent 
ways, creating a variety of projects around a single topic. 
These included a series of explorations of business 
models in relation to gender and a series of projects 
examining women’s inclusion or exclusion in histories.  
 

 
Fig 5. Rewriting the Hack, 2015. Participants Carmin Karasic 
and Joanne Armitage. Photograph by Mark Hursty. 
 
Strategies of Participants 
The ‘Haway the Lasses’ group were highly focused, 
knew the project they wanted to create from the 
beginning, and moved forward with its development in a 
focused and linear way. This diorama examined the 
domestic side of mining history, drawing quotes from 
women who were miner’s wives, mining statistics, and 
key events that happened when mining was most active 
in Britain (such as World War I). The diorama included a 
timeline with activated LED’s and a pick ax that moved 
based upon shifting data.  
 The business and gender group created a publication 
called ‘29 Things to do at Work’ and an embroidered 
tablecloth that questioned business etiquette for use as a 
centerpiece at business meetings. They also wrote a 
script that examined biographies of ninety male and 
thirty female professors from Northumbria University, 
making a quiz about words that were used in the 
biographies and creating an award in the form of a 
power-biography.  

 The group considering women’s narratives 
challenged the authority of histories with two key 
outputs. The first was a loudspeaker that projected male 
or female voices reading stories from ‘We are Women 
We are Strong’. The voice changed to male or female 
based on proximity of a viewer. Another member of this 
group considered what would happen if histories were 
altered and wrote a script for removing men from the 
operating system of her computer.   
 An informal public showcase was held at the end of 
the second day of ‘RtH’. This allowed time for 
participants to discuss the future of the projects created 
during the event and served as a buffer between a period 
of meeting and intense collaboration and finally parting 
ways. 
 

Analysis 
 
How is this format being utilised within the arts 
and how it has been modified across different 
communities? 
Hacks have been presented by cultural organisations to 
explore unique agendas. One way that this has been 
achieved is by employing data sets inherent to the 
institutions (including archival information such as 
collections, visitor data, artist-provided data, etc.) in new 
ways. When an institution presents a hack event, they 
exhibit their knowledge of evolving digital technologies 
and their ability to incorporate these into programming 
using cutting-edge formats. These types of cultural hack 
events tend to follow the commercial tech hackathon 
model closely, including maintaining the competitive 
format. 
 The art hacks presented in the case studies represent a 
type of event that is different from the cultural model. 
These tend to be presented and organised by curators, 
artists, and academics. They take place at galleries, labs, 
science buildings, and maker spaces. The facilitators of 
these events are led by the motivation to present 
opportunities for mixed groups of participants to meet, 
develop ideas, and begin to collaborate on new projects. 
They are a type of incubator but with financial and 
competitive incentives removed as driving factors. 
 
How can a structure that originated with the 
commercial digital sector, which is 
fundamentally based around competition, 
problem-solving, and commercial software 
development, influence artistic strategies that 
aim to generate knowledge through organic 
research, process, and inquiry?  
Presenting hack events in arts contexts transfers a format 
from a realm that is interested in problem solving into a 
realm that tends to ask questions rather than answering 
them. When the hackathon is modified for the arts, there 
are a number of issues that must be considered, 
particularly in relation to participants. The hack format 
aligns closely with methods that are already practiced 
within the arts and cultural sectors. These include 
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interdisciplinary practices, collaboration, creating quick 
prototypes, brainstorming, and thinking through action. 
While these similarities exist, there are also many 
differences, particularly in relation to the aims of artist-
participants in non-commercial contexts. Organisers 
must be open to the idea that art hack participants will 
pursue goals during the event that will further their own 
creative and professional agendas; the exploration of 
new ideas is a key currency for the artists involved. 
 When the hack format was originally used within the 
commercial tech sector, it was focussed around the goal 
of writing and developing code for commercial 
applications. Writing code and creating programmatic 
artworks is only one of many outcomes and strategies 
that are undertaken in art hacks. Artists are accustomed 
to thinking laterally and applying art-making 
methodologies across a variety of media. During an art 
hack, this occurs through experimentation with media 
and materials as part of the phases of project 
conceptualisation, prototyping and execution. Art 
hacking events, therefore, do not necessarily result in 
technology-based art projects, but rather, a wide range of 
results can be possible. Some of these results utilise 
technology while others do not. Participants often ignore 
technological media altogether and work with analogue 
materials or performance. This can be even an even more 
effective use of their time, circumventing the possibility 
that learning a new technical skill will encumber the 
development of new work. 
 Organisational models that are presented by 
facilitators will have a major impact on the kinds of 
projects that result from art hacking events. How these 
are shaped depends largely upon the interests, skillsets 
and backgrounds of the organisers. Different 
modifications of the hack format have been tested across 
the case study projects and this has produced a variety of 
results. An example of this is seen in ‘TDA//H’. This 
event resulted in many physical computing and 
sculptural projects that were made possible by the 
materials and resources available in the New Bridge 
Project and Maker Space venues. Groups were able to 
use materials such as laser cut cardboard, Makey Makey, 
and video monitors in their final presentations. 
 The mode of selection of participants (including 
invited guests, open call curated selection, or open 
invitation) will be reflected in event outcomes. Different 
types of participants, when grouped, will have different 
expectations and results will therefore differ. The authors 
have seen this across the three case studies, which 
involved participants as diverse as artists, journalists, 
designers, archivists, librarians, filmmakers, and web 
programmers. The combinations that arise in groups, 
whether by chance or by design, will affect the methods 
used to create projects and thus the outcomes of the 
event. This was evident in ‘TCTCTC’, which included a 
group that was highly organised in the planning and 
execution of the ‘News Buddy’ app and a group that was 
highly organic in the conceptualisation and 
implementation of ‘Data That You Don’t Want to Share 
and No One Wants to Know’. 

 The structure of a hack can be compared to 
pedagogical models employed in art universities, 
particularly in foundations programs in which students 
are led to plan and implement projects quickly while 
simultaneously expanding their ideas and their uses of 
materials. When the competitive format and the 
pressures to exhibit work are removed from the 
commercial hackathon format, participants in art hacking 
events are able to create more freely and push the bounds 
of their practice and usual modes of working.  
 Organisers of hack events presented within the arts 
must be aware of the types of considerations that are 
unique to artist-participants. Outcomes of art hacking 
events will be both tangible and intangible. These 
include physical artworks, virtual artworks, ideas 
(intellectual property), relationships, and collaborations. 
It would be impossible to monetise or place a concrete 
value on these types of results. It is important that 
participants who work collaboratively in art hacking 
contexts discuss intellectual property before the end of 
the event. If individuals decide to move forward with a 
project, all group members will be aware of what kind of 
credit or remuneration was discussed.  
 Issues of intellectual property and participant 
visibility extend to the fact that artists labour throughout 
their careers to build a personal brand. They usually 
serve as their own marketing department, creating a 
website, archiving imagery of their practice, and acting 
as the social media arm of their own identity and career. 
This raises questions as to whether an artist wants to link 
his or her name with a project that has been created 
quickly and collaboratively and is then showcased 
immediately either in an exhibition format, on social 
media, on a project website, or in articles about the 
event.  
 

Conclusion 
 

Evolving strategies employed in hack events presented 
within the arts and cultural sectors have modified the 
original commercial tech hackathon model. 
Organisations, facilitators, and institutions have pursued 
a wide range of models for planning and implementing 
these events. Some follow the tech hack model more 
closely than others.  
 In planning and delivering the case study projects, 
Bradbury, O’Hara, and their collaborators have worked 
to de-emphasise the original competitive nature of hacks 
as well as the need for a public exhibition of hack results. 
This has been implemented while attention has been 
focussed on deriving value from collaboration, idea 
generation, and networking. A key ethos of this hack 
model emphasises the idea that artists tend to raise 
questions and create problems rather than answering 
questions and solving problems. Raising questions can 
create insight and lead to new ways of thinking that can 
be considered a valuable type of innovation.  
 After this research, there is scope for further 
investigation into the effects of the presence of 
videography, photography, media and social media on 
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the outcomes of art hacking events. Additionally, further 
research into the framing of hack events as projects in 
and of themselves should be undertaken. This research 
raises questions as to how these types of projects are 
documented and presented after they occur – are the 
hacks themselves the projects of the organisers or is 
there shared ownership of the event among the 
organisers, participants, and venues? Additionally, from 
a curatorial perspective, how can expectations of 
audiences be managed when these events are presented 
in venues such as galleries and museums? How does this 
change when they take place in labs or maker spaces? 
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