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sought to discuss the complex and changing relationship between the arts 
and the market.1

In analysis of art as well as in common representations of artistic 
creation, the market has often been ascribed an ambivalent role. Some 
authors have suggested the market brings about the commodification 
or even the bondage of art. According to the Frankfurt School, the 
“cultural industry”, as an integrated economic and technological sys-
tem, produces and disseminates standardised cultural products aimed 
at fulfilling needs that it itself creates from scratch and at encouraging 
consumers to conform to dominant norms (Adorno and Horkheimer 
1947). In turn, the figure of the “accursed artist” or “artiste maudit” 
who continues to create pieces of art even when she or he cannot sell 
them, is often presented as the epitome of “authentic” creation. From 
this point of view, genuine art only becomes possible by escaping the 
market, thanks to non-market support, for instance, in the form of 
private grants or state subsidies.

In his seminal analysis of “the rules of art”, which focused specifically 
on literature but has a wider scope of application, Pierre Bourdieu (1993) 
showed that over time, modern artistic creation has formed relatively 
autonomous production fields, establishing a “reversed economy”. In the 
latter, art is believed to be valued according to its aesthetic rather than its 

1 The scientific committee was, at the time, composed of Andrea Glauser (University of Lucerne), 
Jens Kastner (Akademie der bildenden Künste, Vienna), Olivier Moeschler (University of 
Lausanne), Alain Quemin (University Paris VIII), Valérie Rolle (London School of Economics), 
Ulf Wuggenig (Leuphana University, Lüneburg), and Franz Schultheis, Patricia Holder, and 
Thomas Mazzurana (all University of St. Gallen).
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economic properties—although, in reality, it never truly escapes eco-
nomic considerations. In the first stage of their structuration, the fields of 
cultural production therefore defined their own rules against the expecta-
tions of “bourgeois” and “social art”. They were then more generally struc-
tured according to a constitutive distinction between two subfields, the 
subfield of restricted, “pure” production organised around aesthetic 
norms and the judgement of peers, and the subfield of a heteronomous 
and broader production responding to market-based considerations. 
Bourdieu showed that this duality structures the contemporary “market 
of symbolic goods” with an ideal-typical opposition between the con-
sumption of the “aesthete” and the quest for entertainment.

Other sociological studies have stressed the central role of the market 
in the process of the autonomisation of the arts. Historically, the market 
has contributed to the casting off of subordination to religion, the court 
and the nobility, an excessively demanding cultural patronage or, some-
times, the state. This was emblematically the case for Mozart. In his 
“Sociology of a Genius”, Norbert Elias (1993) showed how the use of 
subscriptions and concerts allowed the young composer and musician to 
move beyond the dictates of noble patrons. But while Beethoven 
(Bourdieu 2001; DeNora 1995), later on, succeeded in becoming an 
“entrepreneurial artist”, the musical market was, in Mozart’s time, in its 
early stages, which, paradoxically, both drove Mozart’s prodigious 
productivity and probably explains his premature death. Svetlana Alpers 
(1991) also highlighted the constitutive role market mechanisms can play 
for artistic creation, by showing how the division of labour in Rembrandt’s 
studio simultaneously reflected and shaped the creation of the market 
while sustaining the production of art and the reputation of the master. 
As a sort of response to Theodor Adorno, Edgar Morin (1961) described 
how, in the “cultural industries” (specifically in cinema), standardised 
cultural goods are produced by various categories of actors who thereby 
contribute to the creation of a new worldwide public.

The dissemination of artworks requires, as Antoine Hennion (1993) 
has argued, numerous “mediators”, including technological and commer-
cial actors: for example, it is not despite but thanks to the modern pho-
nographic industry that a stance of “pure” listening, centred on the 
appreciation of music for itself, was made possible by the opportunity 
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given to individuals to buy, listen to and compare several versions of the 
same piece of music at home (Hennion et al. 2000).2 From a sociological 
perspective, the market cannot be conceived solely as a set of economic 
exchanges responding to the interplay of offer and demand. Indeed, the 
market constitutes a broader social structure, a vast network of human 
and non-human actors mobilising numerous material devices and col-
lectively elaborated representations and practices (Callon 2017). Art 
markets are no exception, and often express more vividly the characteris-
tics and contradictions of the market logic.

For some decades now, certain sociological analyses have brought to 
light the consequences of that porosity between art and markets for artists’ 
career paths. In its way, the “art world” model of Howard Becker (1982) 
is an affirmation that art, just like every other occupational sector, is 
formed by collaborative chains of various actors interacting together with 
shared conventions of production that do not exclude the “social drama 
of work”, for example, a disagreement about how things should be done 
according to one’s position in the chain of production and consumption 
(Hughes 1996). Following Howard Becker’s premise, authors like Pierre- 
Michel Menger (2002) have stressed that the artist is a “worker” like any 
other professional, who has to organise herself or himself as an entrepre-
neur, for example, by selling his or her artwork and/or holding multiple 
jobs within or outside the field of art. From a broader perspective, 
Boltanski and Chiapello (2007) have shown how the mainstream capital-
ist economy has integrated the “artist critique” to managerial injunctions 
requiring professionals to be “creative” but also flexible risk-takers in the 
face of the precariousness of the labour market. In the last twenty years or 
so, the arts have increasingly been discussed as being part of the “cultural 
industries” or, more largely, the “creative economy” and thus an impor-
tant area for economic and cultural development.3

2 The scales of appreciation and their translation into market value nevertheless remain what defines 
the work of cultural intermediaries, the analysis of which has considerably developed in recent years 
(Lizé et al. 2011; Jeanpierre and Roueff 2014).
3 From 2008 on, the United Nations Conference on Trade and development (UNCTAD) has regu-
larly published its “Creative Economy Reports” (see https://unctad.org/en/pages/publications/
Creative-Economy-Report-(Series).aspx). The “cultural and creative industries” are seen by 
UNESCO, who published a Creative Economy Report in 2013, as a “new agenda for development” 
that can be used for “widening local development pathways” (UNESCO 2013) see https://
en.unesco.org/creativity/events/cultural-creative-industries-new-agenda-development).
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Historical and contemporary relations between the arts and markets are 
highly complex and diverse. In which conditions and configurations do 
various types of markets play a role in the constitution of art and what dif-
ferent kinds of role do they play? How does “originality”, “nonconformity”, 
“authenticity” or “criticism” relate to market settings? What are the situ-
ations and trajectories that characterise the different categories of profes-
sionals contributing to the creation and dissemination of art? What role 
do intermediaries such as galleries or art experts, and platforms such as art 
fairs play? What about the more and more important place accorded to art 
rankings? What specificities can we observe depending on different artis-
tic forms (visual art, music, theatre, literature), national contexts, political 
contexts, real conditions of production and larger historical patterns?

The present book explores a much-studied topic in the sociology of the 
arts from the standpoint of new empirical case studies in different artistic, 
historical and spatial settings. It illuminates the changes that have 
occurred lately in various art markets as well as in their sociological 
analyses.

Opening Part I, Clara Lévy’s chapter sheds light on the artificial char-
acter of the opposition made in the field of art between artistic recogni-
tion within the subfield of restricted production, and economic success 
within the subfield of large-scale production. This is especially the case 
for a minor faction of artists (in this chapter the French writer Patrick 
Modiano) whose highest awards, such as the Nobel Prize for Literature, 
have enabled them, having already attained a certain level of consecra-
tion, to progress to the stage of canonisation. Through analysis of a docu-
mentary corpus of Modiano’s promotional materials and reviews, the 
paper shows with particular acuity the strategies put in place by “cultural 
intermediaries” (Lizé et  al. 2011), such as publishers, to ensure the 
conversion of the symbolic value attached to the author, already validated 
by national and international appraisals, into a surplus of economic value. 
Such a position finally appears to express a proximity neither to the liter-
ary avant-garde nor to the principle of mass consumption. Rather, it 
seems to occupy a specific place between recognition (among connois-
seurs) and canonisation (for posterity, in the public sphere) within the 
recognition space of the literary field (Denis 2010).

The contribution of Désirée Waibel and Robert Schäfer also deals with 
issues of recognition, but this time in the cultural industries market. 

1 Introduction 



6

Based on analysis of the music video and the lyrics of Beyoncé’s song 
Formation (first performed during the Super Bowl in 2016), the paper 
shows how the pop artist builds her renown by combining a critical pos-
ture, on an exclusively visual level (referring to historical events revealing 
racial inequalities such as slavery or hurricane Katrina), with the aesthetic 
conventions of pop music through self-reflection of her star status, on a 
lyrical level. These results echo Frith’s analysis (2008) highlighting that 
pop music production seeks to create “a simulacrum of emotional con-
nection” between the artist and his or her audience, focusing attention on 
the singer (or musicians), beyond the formal aspects of the song.

As noted by Orian Brook, Dave O’Brien, and Mark Taylor, the flip 
side of recognition is exclusion. Part II points out the discriminating 
power of the market. Through the portrayal of three generations of female 
artists selected from a data set of 237 interviews following a large-scale 
Internet survey, the three authors highlight the impact of class and gen-
der inequalities, as well as unequal integration into professional networks 
in a given area, on cultural workers’ career paths (job opportunities, pay 
levels, access to funding, etc.). Peripheralised artists therefore justify 
remaining by a (common sense) vocational commitment to their art, 
conceived as a passion or “a natural exorcism” (as one interviewee put it) 
that needs to be pursued despite economic precariousness. In order to be 
successful on the market—be it commercial or cultural—and to acquire 
international renown or to exhibit in prominent cultural institutions, 
rather than continuing with local networks and exhibitions of artistic col-
lectives, a good “sense of placement” is needed.

In a similar vein, Pierre Bataille, Johannes Hedinger and Olivier 
Moeschler highlight the differences in living conditions, integration into 
the art market and self-representation for Swiss visual artists. Based on a 
national survey, their study confirms the need to hold multiple jobs to 
make ends meet for more than two-thirds of the 457 respondents. More 
interestingly, it shows the disproportionate number of mostly self- 
financed artists compared to a minority being sponsored by the state and, 
above all, by galleries. The latter appear to be more often men than 
women, working in a professional field structured around three poles: 
market success, institutional support, and lack of professional integra-
tion. Even though they are supported by cultural institutions, women 
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under thirty and over sixty years old have more difficulties in finding 
success and struggle to be represented in the market.

Linda Dürkop-Henseling emphasises the incompleteness of the mar-
ket as a mirror of the whole range of artistic production. Indeed, many of 
the 24 visual artists she met during exploratory research produce artwork 
in a professional way without making a living from its sale. By analysing 
what she calls the “guiding principles of artistic action”, the author distin-
guishes four types of creators and, therefore, of integration into or prox-
imity/distance to the art market: the “pragmatic artist” who is just 
exploiting a gift, the “pragmatic-professional artist” looking for recogni-
tion as a “real” artist, the “critical-professional artist” who offers criticism 
within the profession, and the “critical artist” who ambitions to criticise 
society with art.

In this regard, the inscription of social trajectories in a situated state of 
the market determines the “field of possibilities” within which the artists 
project themselves. This space of positions and of “prises de position” 
depends, of course, on a broader historical context, as illustrated in Part 
III. In Western as in Eastern countries, the market has offered a major 
emancipatory light on artists’ horizons as regards the religious or aristo-
cratic powers in place. Takemitsu Morikawa exemplifies this in his study 
of the sociocultural changes that occurred in ukiyo-e art (printed paint-
ings) in an emergent publishing market. The Japanese case appears strik-
ingly similar to the “revolutions” induced by the invention of the printing 
press as regards the processes of secularisation and individualisation in 
modern societies (Goody 1977; Eisenstein 1991). Copying workshops 
run by the clergy gave way to the mechanised reproduction of (illus-
trated) books, at first confined to scholars or members of the aristocracy, 
until aesthetic changes (notably in the customisation of contents and the 
diversification of genres) encouraged their democratisation. At the same 
time, the signature of the painter grew in importance.

Anne-Sophie Radermecker places the question of authentication (e.g. 
the attribution of an artwork to a single name) at the heart of a paper 
looking into the sales of Brueghel the Younger’s paintings in auction 
houses. Her study is based on a qualitative discourse analysis of 235 lot 
notes produced by the two leading market competitors, Christie’s and 
Sotheby’s. Assuming that searching for the artist’s hand is anachronistic 
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for Renaissance paintings, Radermecker assesses the effects of academic 
advances on the selling strategies of salesrooms. However, this “new con-
noisseurship” arising from the use of scientific tools (such as X-ray, infra-
red photography or pigment analysis) has only had a slight impact on the 
way the “market of classified art” (Moulin 1992) works. Although today 
based on sophisticated levels of identification, it is the belief in the 
authenticity of signed work that continues to set the price level estab-
lished by auction houses and agreed upon by collectors.

In her chapter, Séverine Marguin uses the phenomenon of “collective- 
artists” to show the permanency of the contemporary art market econo-
my’s idiosyncrasies. Associations of two or more artists who produce 
works of art together and sign them collectively have increased since the 
1960s, typically in critical opposition to prevailing notions of authorship 
and the idea of the artist as a creative individual genius. Marguin’s central 
thesis is that collective authorship—despite different diagnoses and the 
recognition of some groups of artists such as Fischli / Weiss and Gilbert 
& George—is strongly marginalised in the global field of contemporary 
art in general, and in the art market in particular. She supports her thesis 
empirically by analysing art market reports and artist rankings such as 
Artprice, Kunstkompass and ArtFacts and by investigating the represen-
tation of artist collectives at Art Basel and Documenta in Kassel (two 
major institutions in the international art field). The marginalisation of 
“collective-artists” is attributed to the fact that individuality still repre-
sents the predominant pattern of creative subjectivity in the field of con-
temporary art—unlike, for example, in the field of music—and that in 
the context of the art market, the individual artist functions as a “lever for 
economic speculation”.

The world of art galleries and the profession of the gallery owner, cru-
cial to the understanding of the art field, are the subject of three chapters 
in Part IV. While all three contributions propose a typology of gallery 
owners or galleries, their socio-spatial or world-regional focus and their 
research questions differ.

In her contribution, Anna Uboldi analyses galleries in Milan. Based on 
interviews and participatory observation and on a theoretical perspective 
that combines elements of the “field” concept of Pierre Bourdieu and the 
concept of “art worlds” of Howard Becker, she explores the professional 
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activities and practical knowledge of gallery owners; furthermore, she is 
particularly interested in the self-definitions of the central actors and the 
positions and oppositions in the Milanese gallery scene. She identifies the 
“integrated gallery owner”, who forms the elite of Milanese art galleries 
both symbolically and economically, as having a dominant position in 
the field and distinguishes this type from the profile of the “historical” 
and the “radical gallery owners”, both of whom occupy a position that 
Uboldi characterises as corresponding to a “marginalization in the cen-
ter”. In contrast, “quasi gallery owners” and “aspiring gallery owners”, 
who largely lack symbolic recognition in the field, occupy dominated 
positions.

Michael Gautier’s chapter studies the professional self-conception of 
gallery owners and the question of how affinity to art on the one hand 
and business acumen on the other are intertwined. The sample consists of 
galleries in Europe and the USA that have been able to establish them-
selves on the international art market over a long period of time and 
occupy a dominant position both symbolically and economically. They 
function, in the words of Bourdieu (1993, 121), as the main “instances 
of consecration”. On the basis of qualitative research (interviews, bio-
graphical analyses), Gautier has reconstructed four different types of gal-
lerists, the “operator”, the “companion”, the “curator-gallerist” and the 
“adviser”, and sheds light not only on their self-conceptions, but also on 
the social background and educational biographies that are characteristic 
of each type.

Linzhi Zhang’s chapter, in turn, draws attention to the emergence of a 
gallery scene in China between 1991 and 2016, in an important contri-
bution to research into the globalisation of the art market (Velthuis and 
Curioni 2015; Moulin 2003). Zhang argues that the emergence of galler-
ies in China is the result of a process of diffusion in which Western prac-
tices were received and reconfigured by Chinese gallerists. The author 
understands diffusion as not simply implying the formation of 
homogeneous patterns, but also encompassing processes of adaptation, 
modification and rejection, in addition to the dimension of adoption. It 
is precisely the reconstruction of such processes that the author is inter-
ested in, bringing to light the differences between two predominant types 
of galleries: on the one hand, a variation that she refers to as the 
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“price-centered model”, which flourished above all in the years of the 
market boom but became much less present after 2010; and on the other 
hand, the model of “for-profit exhibition spaces”, which since 2010 has 
become the formative paradigm. The reconstruction of the genesis and 
transformation of these types is based on fieldwork by the author.

Rankings have met with great interest in sociology in recent years. 
They now exist in practically all domains of society—in science, regard-
ing cities, in art—and raise questions not only as to their effects, but also 
about what is documented within them, especially in connection with 
the field of art: what ideas of artistic work and art do they emanate from, 
how are these elements operationalised, and how do they then find their 
way into rankings (Buckermann 2020)? An important thesis here is that 
rankings generate what they claim to represent and measure in the first 
place—namely, competition, be it between universities or cities 
(Brankovic et  al. 2018; Kornberger and Carter 2010)—and that they 
represent powerful ordering procedures (Espeland and Sauder 2016, 
2007; Heintz 2019).

The two chapters dedicated to this subject in Part V adopt very differ-
ent approaches to the phenomenon. The chapter by Natalie Moureau 
critically analyses the phenomenon of rankings in the field of art, focus-
ing on current rankings or indexes such as ArtFacts, Artprice, ARTnews, 
ArtReview or Kunstkompass, which are published on the Internet or in 
the media. She examines the question of how the proliferation of such 
indexes is to be understood in the field of art (as well as in many other 
fields of practice). Furthermore, she draws attention, on the one hand, to 
the production mechanisms of such rankings, which, as she argues, are 
based on simplifications and typically do not make the methodological 
approach on which they are based transparent. On the other hand, she is 
interested in the effects these rankings produce; she speaks of “perverse 
effects”, which she associates, among other things, with the fact that the 
evaluated and ranked actors adopt strategies to perform better in the 
ranking—strategies “which may be inefficient from a welfare point of view 
within the art world”. In addition, she points out that rankings (can) have 
problematic consequences insofar as they tend to have “self-fulfilling 
effects”, like those Robert K. Merton described in his well-known analysis, 
“The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy” (1948), in which he examined the social 
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mechanisms that lead to lies becoming true or an originally inadequate 
description of a situation becoming reality.

At the centre of Alain Quemin’s chapter is the question of how a rank-
ing can be elaborated consistently on the basis of sociological instruments 
and what can be learnt from this in regard to the contours of the art 
market—in other words, what possible gains in knowledge for sociologi-
cal studies result from the construction of a ranking. He examines this 
through the example of a ranking of galleries in the field of contemporary 
art in France, based on the observation that there have been numerous 
rankings of artists since the 1970s, but hardly any of galleries. A central 
thesis is that the phenomenon of rankings, which is often associated with 
journalism and non-scientific procedures, can function as a fruitful 
instrument of knowledge in the context of sociological research under 
certain conditions.

In Part VI, the last chapters of the volume explore the prevailing 
mechanisms and discourses in the field of art in advanced capitalism on 
the basis of empirical examples and thus also describe the constraints and 
limits of the art market, which sometimes appear, at first glance, to be 
spaces of possibility.

Using a collective research carried out on the Basel art fair, Erwin 
Single discusses recent changes in the contemporary art market, where art 
fairs play a role similar to auction houses in the market of classified art: 
they set the value of artists and of their production.4 Salesrooms have 
competed with the gallery system of fairs (particularly on the primary 
market) since they added contemporary art to their catalogue from the 
1980s onwards. However, Single notes that the multiplication of art fairs 
(from 3 in 1970 to some 300 at an international level in 2018) contributes 
to the weakening of the market, since the success of these events depends 
on participation as well as the commercial health of the galleries. 
Consequently, art dealers have reoriented their commercial strategies, 
reinforcing the globalisation of a henceforward internationalised trade. 
While some (the average galleries struggling for recognition) are driven to 

4 As shown in the book, cultural intermediaries usually contribute, alongside merchants, to setting 
the value of art. Their collaborative relationship nonetheless does not exclude competition favour-
ing the market, observable in the decline of art criticism as well as in the gradual substitution of 
salaried museum curators with freelance contractors (Poulard 2007).
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close their showrooms if they cannot tie into local networks, others (the 
prominent galleries defining the rules of the game) tend to multiply their 
group’s subsidiaries abroad (Velthuis 2013).

But such growth in the number of art fairs could not have been 
achieved without the arrival all over the world of billionaires whose pur-
chasing behaviour encouraged the financialisation of contemporary art. 
These results confirm the observation made elsewhere of the emergence 
of a “transnational elite” with a “cosmopolitan cultural capital” (Prieur 
and Savage 2013)—that is to say a fraction of wealthy and well-educated 
social actors inclined to move out of a national cultural reference frame-
work and contributing, in this way, to a “globalisation of high culture”.5 
Even if they are key players in a supply market that cannot exist if it does 
not meet their demand, collectors are not addressed in this book. While 
they are usually analysed as one of the actors in a wider chain of economic 
cooperation (Moulin 1989; Schultheis et al. 2015), recent studies have 
focused on the variety of collectors’ profiles, showing they cannot be 
reduced to the figure of the “mega-collector” (Moureau et al. 2016).

In his contribution, Denis Hänzi shines the spotlight on the maxim, 
prevalent in both artistic and economic worlds, that individuals should 
“realize their potential”. Based on examples from the field of theatre, the 
educational system and the labour market in general, he discusses the 
central role played today by the principle of potential actualisation. He 
emphasises that the idea of “promising potentiality” is a new valuation 
criterion in late capitalist society and that the figure of the artist is repre-
sented in current discourses as an almost ideal-typical embodiment of 
potential to be realised. The central thesis of this contribution is that the 
predominance of this maxim sheds light on a paradoxical situation: while 
at first glance the maxim stands for the possibility of authentic self- 
realisation, on closer examination it turns out to be a “tricky vehicle for 
capitalist commodification”, which actually limits the individual and the 
social horizon of possibilities.

In his concluding remarks, Franz Schultheis reflects on the paradoxes 
of a market of symbolic goods reaching astronomical figures but refusing 

5 This internationalisation is not new, as shown by the historian Christophe Charle (2015); how-
ever, it differs from nineteenth-century trends by its financialisation (Thompson 2008).
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to be considered as another market as a result of an illusio of disinterest-
edness. However, the exchanges in the field of art are characterised by 
financial dealings based on legitimacy echoing, for Schultheis, Max 
Weber’s idea of “status groups” which, distinct from but in articulation 
with his definition of social classes, underlines how possessing property 
or wealth interacts with ideas of social honour to foster patterns of social 
stratification. This leads the author to see the art field as a “social enclave” 
growing as fast as financialisation and as the number of millionaires—a 
trend which makes Schultheis fear that art, with this very special position 
in society, may become just another luxury good.
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