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5. 3. The Origins of Markets for Art and Design

In order to formulate an economic measurement of the art and design market, first an
intellectual framework is required and for that it is worth considering the very origins of the
commerce in aesthetic goods. To begin, a distinction must be made between art and treasure in
order to understand a commerce in goods that prioritizes the maker over the components. Most
every society that can be studied, contemporary or historical, has had some concept of treasure.
The very concept of art began with a new type of fetishization of objects based on a knowledge
of who made them and the drive to collect them based on that knowledge. As an almost universal
phenomenon, cultures have created objects, particularly those imbued with sacred and political
significance, that are finely crafted and composed of valuable input materials. We can term these
objects as treasure, and if other cultures come into possession these objects, they too can also
value them based on a common appreciation for the input materials, even if the context of the
objects has been lost. An important paradigm shift, however, began to occur as a result of the
Axial Age (900-300 BCE)! when philosophical and religious systems began to emerge that gave
new importance to the individual. The names of sought-after craftspeople became known and
began to be recorded in proto-art histories.? Art then emerges as a new system of valuation for
objects, one not based on input materials, but rather on a knowledge of who made them.

The earliest records of the appearance of art collecting, i.e., collecting objects based on a
prioritization of their makers, can first be identified in the Hellenistic period (323-31 BCE) in the
Eastern Mediterranean.? Subsequently, a similar phenomenon can be observed in the Later
Eastern Han Dynasty in China (25-220 CE).* The common characteristic that both societies had
developed was a historical perspective that allowed them to look upon past eras as a sort of lost
golden age. In Greece, the high Hellenic period of the construction of the Parthenon in Athens
had given way to a disastrous Peloponnesian War® and subsequent invasion by the Gauls (279
BCE).® The restoration of Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220 CE) was characterized by strong nostalgia
for the earlier Western Han (202 BCE — 9 CE) and all that had been destroyed during the turbulent
period of interregnum and the short-lived Xin Dynasty (9—-23 CE).” The loss of much of the cultural
material from these earlier eras was further emphasized by a literary historical tradition that
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celebrated these prior eras and identified their cultural producers by name. At this time, we can
observe the peculiar human habit of collecting,® and particularly the targeted collection of objects
made by those named in these texts.

The earliest recorded example of targeted collecting of named masters can be identified
at the Sack of Corinth in in 146 BCE, when the Roman general Lucius Mummius held an auction
of the loot. Pliny the Elder places the event as the moment when Romans developed a taste for
Greek art:

For upon the sale of the spoil on that occasion, King Attalus having purchased, at the
price of six thousand denarii, a painting of Father Liber by Aristides, Mummius, feeling
surprised at the price, and suspecting that there might be some merit in it of which he
himself was unaware, in spite of the complaints of Attalus, broke off the bargain, and
had the picture placed in the Temple of Ceres; the first instance, | conceive, of a foreign
painting being publicly exhibited at Rome.°

Very often these objects acquire symbolic meaning different from other, more mundane
objects (Schultheis 2020). This prioritization of the objects that collectors prized evolved into a
sophisticated system of symbolic goods that acquire cultural capital and can be converted into
numeric denominations of financial capital (Bourdieu 1979). Class distinctions brought on by
industrialization further emphasized the need for prestige goods and their conspicuous
consumption (Veblen 1899). Despite advancing innovations in printing and photography allowing
for a wider, more egalitarian dissemination of artistic images, the art world continued to fetishize
the one-of-a-kind object as holding some very specific ‘aura’ (Benjamin 1936). Furthermore, the
prices achieved by these unique objects express not just their position within social networks, but
also ‘webs of meaning’ (Velthuis 2005). By the later twentieth century, a highly professionalized
art business had taken the wider characteristics of the neoliberal order and particularly its ethos
of competitiveness (Davies 2014).

The fair as a model of conducting commerce, in any commodity, remains one of the oldest
formats of trade. In fact, it nearly always predates the models of fixed retail commerce such as
shops and galleries. This was the case in ancient times, and with the collapse of much of
civilization in the Dark Ages in Europe, commerce emerged slowly in medieval times first in the
form of fairs and markets, and later into fixed commercial venues.'® The merchants coming to the
fairs were bringing in goods that were otherwise scarce in that area, and earning a profit from
being able to sell these goods where they were otherwise unavailable. Their overhead costs came
in the form of transportation and security, but they saved money by being able to do business
with only a temporary facility and be present only when consumer demand had been
consolidated. The earliest art fairs began along that model. The first one we know of, the Pand



market, was located in the courtyard of the Church of Our Lady in Antwerp in Flanders (today’s
Belgium).!! This fair featured primarily printed works, especially woodcuts, often of devotional
topics popular with the private piety movement of the fifteenth century, which sought an
alternative to a corrupt institutional church. As the markets expanded across Northern Europe,
printers began speculating in popular motifs and sending examples to many locations.?? The
commerce in oil paintings, however, was more controlled by the local Guilds of St. Luke, which
would not allow outside works to be sold within a city’s domain.*3

The creation of the French Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture was, in many ways,
an attempt to circumvent the power of the guilds through the protection of the king.'* When the
Academy began holding shows in the seventeenth century of the latest works by the teachers and
their students, it formed the basis for the dominant model of art commerce up through to the
beginning of the twentieth century. The Paris Salon, named for the Salon Carré where the early
exhibitions Académie des Beaux-Arts were held, became, by the eighteenth century, the once-a-
year exhibition of contemporary art.’® Following the French Revolution exhibitions were opened
to all artists. By the later eighteenth century, other art centers would imitate the model: The Royal
Academy was founded and began holding exhibitions in London in 1768.1¢ Civic-minded patrons
would found art unions [kunstverein] across the emerging cities Central Europe, which resembled
small versions of the salon system.!” By the later nineteenth century those art unions would be
superseded by organizations that aspired toward national representation, with the organization
often identified with its purpose-built kunsthalle such as the Vienna Kiinstlerhaus*® or the
Micsarnok in Budapest.®®

These salons would face a phenomenon of Secessions, or alternative exhibition societies,
as these salons were overwhelmed by waves of artist-proletariat in the late nineteenth century.
These massive market-monopolizing institutions would begin to fracture towards the end of the
nineteenth century and would increasingly be replaced by entrepreneurial dealers?® who more
successfully solved the over-arching, never-ending crisis of the art market: who would allocate
the market’s most precious asset, its wall-space. The ultimate dialectic triumph of the dealer, of
which the 1913 Armory Show will be a crucial event, must first pass through a process of market
pluralization, often associated with break-away salons, known as secessions. The unrelenting
force causing the perpetual crisis in the Salon system was the expanding stream of young men
and women throwing themselves in to the profession of artist. The market would shatter into
many facets—official salon, alternative salon, self-staging movements, and new commercial
galleries—all driven by a mad scramble for new business models in the face of this massive glut
of supply.
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