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PREFACE

To say that Picturing Home is a work of “interdisciplinary scholarship” is
also a way of saying that it is easier to define what is not than to name exactly
what it is. It is neither an empirical, sociological study nor a true ethnography,
for instance. It is not a work of anthropology or fully a cultural geography. And
neither is it conventional art history, nor simply an extended exercise in
(meta)criticism. Though aspects and techniques of each of those approaches
found their ways into the research for and writing of the text, readers from any
of those disciplines may find such a synthesis challenging.

Yet this state of affairs is to be expected when one considers the changing
and conflicting goals that have carried the project forward over the course of
nearly a decade. What began as a way to “partially fulfill the requirements for
the degree of Doctor of Philosophy” became much more of a vehicle to help me,
its author, make sense of and navigate the complex ideological structures that
frame the identity of “the artist” in contemporary America— to chart the
possibilities and constraints for pursuing that career identity myself, as a painter
more than as an academic writer. Having earned majors in both American
Studies and Painting in my undergraduate studies, but also having worked
doing wall finishes and cabinetmaking after college, my pursuit of a Ph.D. in
American studies was a decision to seek a life in the arts that was both
intellectually challenging and oriented towards the relative (imagined) safety of
association with a university or museum. This was to be in contrast to the much-
touted difficulty of “making it” as an independent artist. But the reading and
thinking I did in the course of my studies at William and Mary and while
working at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts allowed me to question
conventional narratives of artistic professionalism and the “proper” context for
considering paintings in new ways, such that I was prepared to engage — rather
than just describe — the altogether different model of relationship between artists
and their culture that is embodied in the people and places of Atlanta’s domestic
painting market.

Because my personal engagement with the ideas and social structures that
are the object of my study was also reflected in the ways I went about studying
the people, places, and objects that are at the heart of the fieldwork portion of
this dissertation, a description of my research methodology seems appropriate
here, at the outset. Initial fieldwork for the study began in August and
September of 1995 with a series of fifty-five taped interviews in Atlanta with two
artist’s agents (Mrs. Anne Irwin and the sister-in-law team of Judy Jones and
Marge Fowler), fifteen of the artists who were associated with them, and many of
the individuals who had bought their paintings. The set of buyers included

v
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seven interviews with design professionals (five of whom worked from their
homes), two with owners of small shops specializing in home furnishings and
accessories who included artworks in their inventories, and twenty-eight with
homeowners who had purchased art directly. Four more in-home interviews
exist in note form only. The interviewees were predominantly white women (1
male artist was included and two husbands joined with their wives in the
discussion of art in their home), ranged in age from their late thirties to late
fifties, and lived in northwest Atlanta and its suburbs.

My entree into the market was an invitation from my mother-in-law,
Gladys Mitchell, to go with her to an in-home show of paintings staged by a
friend, Mrs. Irwin, and the core of my sample was the list of artists and buyers
provided by Mrs. Irwin. From that beginning I followed interpersonal links and
suggestions of the interviewees to find other people to talk to and places to see.
The interviews typically lasted from an hour to an hour-and-a half, though
several (especially with artists) were over two hours long. Though many of the
interviews in each group took on more of the character of conversations than
interviews, all elicited the personal histories of the subjects relating to making
and/or buying art (formal training, friends or relatives in the arts, etc.), sought to
establish the relationships between the subject and other participants in the
market, and asked about attitudes towards art in general, both within and
outside of the local market context. Notable is the fact that my interviews of
homeowner/buyers usually began with a tour of the house and its art, and in
nearly every case my request to see the artworks that were meaningful to the
resident resulted in a full tour of the home, including such private spaces as
bedrooms and bathrooms. The last stage of the fieldwork (conducted in July
2003) entailed second interviews with five of the original participants along with
three women who were not part of the first set, all of whom agreed to discuss
their artworks in detail and allow me to take digital photographs of their homes.

Despite this openness with their homes and lives, the women (and a few
men) with whom I spoke were not unconcerned about their privacy. I stressed,
therefore, that the recordings I made were strictly to free me to pay attention to
the discussion rather than be distracted by having to scribble notes, and that I
would protect the anonymity of my subjects. I have done so by using
pseudonyms and interview numbers for the citation of participants with the
exception of the already “public figures” of the art agents and shop owners. I
treated the artists interviewed in a hybrid manner, attaching real names to the
paintings illustrated but not to their statements unless the speaker specifically
authorized me to cite them. Throughout the interview process, I tried to make
clear that I was not primarily collecting quotes, attempting to tell the
interviewees’ stories, or even help them to tell their own, but instead trying to
understand the relationship between artworks and the physical frame of the
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Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



private home — even though the home is the main symbolic space in which such
storytelling happens. I also made a careful study of artworks produced and
exchanged in the market (through first-hand examination and through
reproductions used in marketing materials like post-cards, invitations and
magazine ads) and of its various commercial spaces other than private homes.
Coupled with the concern for privacy, this primary focus on the patterns of
arrangement and use of space and objects rather than narrative helps explain
why quotations from my informants do not play a greater role in the text than
they do.

If that emphasis seems somewhat impersonal, however, my engagement
with the connection between art and the home took on a much more personal
quality after the initial field research was completed, when I was trying to begin
to make sense of what I had seen and heard. Even in the letters I sent to potential
interviewees I identified myself as a painter as well as researcher, a fact which
always seemed to invite a lively discussion of personal tastes and opinions about
art and lead my informants to be as interested in finding out about me as I was
about them. But seeing a marketing network for artworks that was so
interpersonally vibrant and seemingly independent of the mainstream rules for
“professional artist” career tracks, I decided to make my claim of being an artist a
practical rather than merely rhetorical one.

For the next several years I returned to painting full-time, making hand-
built frames with my wife, and selling our work by commission and through
three home-shows: two in Atlanta and one in Northern Virginia. I was asked to
stage an individual show at Georgetown University in the Spring of 2001, and
also renewed my interest and business in doing decorative wall finishes during
this time. Though I scrupulously avoided connecting my own art practice with
that of the people and places I had been studying in the Atlanta market, this
different kind of access to various classes of picture-buyers (and often, their
houses) was invaluable in helping me refine my understanding of how art is
experienced in many middle and upper-middle class American homes. Some of
the information obtained in this way, in fact, was extraordinarily pertinent and
even worth illustrating, concerns about impartiality and critical distance aside: as
a gift for his wife, one of my wife's cousins commissioned me to paint and frame
the small dog portrait shown as Figure 12, giving me a splendid opportunity to
visit their house later and talk to the recipient about why she placed it where she
did. In truth, the kind of ethnographic information I gleaned over several
years by talking to people as a painter, whether they had any interest in my
own work or not, was at least as critical to understanding the meaning of art as
was that obtained by formal interviews and the researcher-informant
relationships.
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Finally, working as a painter made clear to me that much of the ideology I
had internalized during my education as an artist and art historian was in
sometimes subtle, and other times explicit conflict with the values I encountered
and felt making art in this domestically oriented context, and even living with art
in my own private house. These conflicts were and are not easily resolvable
either personally or societally, but the attempt to do so was the driving force
behind (again) putting my painting aside in 2002 and returning to the task of
finishing this dissertation and degree. The role of ideology in the construction of
personal narratives and images — especially for cultural producers like myself
and many of my readers—brings me back, then, to the prominent place that texts
and ideology play in a finished work that might otherwise have tipped the scales
towards ethnography, sociology, even material culture studies. Certainly, the
study that follows is rooted in (if not synonymous with) my own attempt to
make sense of ideological baggage about art, though it has been told in large part
through the people and spaces of northwest Atlanta.

My first debt, therefore, is to the many women in Atlanta— artists, agents,
designers, homeowners, store owners —who so graciously agreed to talk to me
about their work, or to show me around their houses while telling the stories of
the artworks and people that live there. Their openness was the sine qua non of
my investigation of art in the intimate space of the contemporary home. I must
also thank my parents-in-law, Billy and Gladys, for providing me food and
lodging, transportation, and a quiet retreat in which to think and write, along
with their encouragement and diverting company, when necessary.

At William and Mary, my greatest appreciation goes to my Advisor,
Professor Alan Wallach, for his patient support and encouragement during the
long and sporadic course of my work on this dissertation. I am also indebted to
the members of the Executive Committee of the Program in American Studies for
their willingness to extend to me time well beyond the usual limits and often
beyond what my apparent progress merited. And finally, I wish to thank
Professors Knight and Price and Dr. O'Leary for their willingness to read and
critique the manuscript under the pressure of my impending deadlines,
notwithstanding even my long absence from or very recent appearance in their
fields of view. They have been especially helpful in holding me to the high
standard of reflexivity I set for other writers in this field.
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation describes domestic painting in Atlanta, Georgia between
1995 and 2004 as defined by its intentional connection of the ideologies and
spaces of art with those of bourgeois domesticity. The first half of the work seeks
to contextualize the market’s various objects and texts within public and
academic discourses on culture that commonly posit antithesis between the
practices of bourgeois women (especially decoration) and “high” or avant-garde
art, as suggested by the sentiment, “GOOD ART WON'T MATCH YOUR SOFA.” Thus,
Chapter 1 addresses the promises and pitfalls of sociological approaches to
understanding art in general, Chapter 2 addresses two recent field studies of
local markets as examples of how methodological decisions can mask ideological
bias, and Chapter 3 discusses the historical context behind the divorce of art and
the home as part of the gendering of aesthetic creativity as a predominantly
masculine pursuit, each chapter examining the place of the literature itself in the
creation of the categories of art. The second part of the dissertation provides an
account of the way paintings produced in the market encode its social and spatial
relations as a way of visualizing the private home and its interpersonal contents.
In Chapter 4, the author proposes intuitive vision to name distinctive visual habits
and bodily practices of bourgeois domesticity in contemporary Atlanta,
especially the role of artworks in the phenomenological space of the home.
Chapter 5 focuses on integration as domestic painting’s central quality and goal,
linking the concrete physical and stylistic features of specific artworks to their
domestic settings, connecting the market’s various agents in a coherent social
milieu is not restricted to their art-related roles, and becoming the very purpose
of aesthetic experience in these contexts. Chapters 6 and 7 chart the concrete
terrain of ‘home-like’ spaces devoted to the production and distribution of
paintings in the market, while developing the distinction between
phenomenological and sight-based representations of domesticity. Finally, the
Conclusion returns to the supposed antithesis between avant-garde aesthetics
and the various practices known collectively as decoration as a way to address
the question, “What is bourgeois art?”

xii
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Introduction

The nominal criterion for high art is some meaningful contribution that advances
our cultural vision. The other end of the continuum of art objects is purely decorative
work . .. The important distinction is between art that makes a personally valid
statement and that which is pure decoration or has practical utility.

--Stuart Plattner, High Art Down Home, p. 6.

In our human living, the petty kingdoms ruled quite independently by architect
and decorator and sociologist have no independence: it is not the painted plaster alone
that sings to us, but whether something hangs upon it.

—~Denis Wood and Robert ]. Beck, Home Rules, p. 4.

From my vantage point in the entry hall, I had a view of at least twenty
paintings ranging in size and medium from an eight- by ten-inch watercolor to a
thirty- by forty-inch oil. Some were close at hand, while others I could see
through doorways into adjacent rooms, arrayed not just on the walls, but sitting
on the stairs leading to the second floor, propped upon chairs, spread out on the
dining room table and even resting on the cushions of the sofa. On a Friday
morning in April 1995, I had come with my wife and my mother-in-law to the
Atlanta home of artists’ agent Anne Irwin for her annual Spring exhibition and
sale of paintings. As was the case for the handful of people already walking

casually about inside and the dozens of others who would come during the next
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two days, our welcome included an offer of coffee or tea, a quick tour of the
layout of the rooms in which artworks were being displayed, and an invitation
not only to look at the paintings, but to examine them closely, in some cases hold
them, and in every case be equally comfortable with the works of art as with the
house in which they were displayed. In short, Mrs. Irwin’s every effort— which
both framed and enabled her goal of selling paintings for the artists she
represented —was to make her guests feel fully at home with art.

But what does it mean to be “at home with art”? Is it a matter of the place,
or of the kind of work, or of the individual who perceives the two together? Is
such a state emotional or rational? Is wedding domestic comfort to art a practice
that all would embrace, or is it, by contrast, something to be shunned? The
phrase suggests these and a dozen other questions having to do with our
understanding of what it means to be “at home” in any locale (but particularly in
a private dwelling) and of the category of cultural works we call “art,” but it
directs our particular attention to questions of how, when and why the spheres
of art and domestic space overlap. This dissertation attempts to answer those
questions by examining a contemporary art market that is not just oriented

towards but defined by the juncture of art and home.
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Domestic Painting

In essence, this study is a description and analysis of a discrete segment of
the art market in Atlanta, Georgia, using the relationships among Anne Irwin,
the artists she represents and has represented, and the public for which they
work as a starting place from which to explore the social and physical context of
paintings in the home. Though also informed by others” work in the sociology of
art, my project is undergirded by an art-historical attention to the paintings
themselves and by a material culture analysis of the physical spaces and
environments where the art is made, exchanged and consumed. Beginning with
that first visit with Mrs. Irwin and continuing for the next eight years, I set about
a series of dozens of interviews and countless explorations of what I have come
to call Atlanta’s “domestic painting” market— the network of artists, agents,
buyers, and spaces for trading and valuing artwork that is primarily destined for
display in private, professional-class homes. In their varied and often-
overlapping roles, upper middle-class women are the predominant actors in all
three phases of this market (production, distribution, consumption), and their
private houses are the economic and symbolic foundations upon which it is built.
On one hand, “home” seems a straightforward place to begin, if only because it
is a familiar category to most of us. But on the other hand, it is important to
understand the layered nature of the private home, itself. Not merely where

many of the daily routines of living occur, it is also the primary site of
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consumption in contemporary commodity culture and a kind of social clothing
whose very spatial fabric reflects and contributes to the personal and family
identities of its inhabitants. Therefore, when considering home as a setting for
art, I have sought to assess the importance of artworks —including particular
styles and subjects of artworks — within the entirety of the domestic aesthetic
system and locate the aesthetics of the quintessentially “private” upper middle-
class home within both the local and supra-local “public” spheres of markets,
institutions and publications.

Of course the artworks themselves are the currency in which this entire
aesthetic system trades; thus, a close reading of paintings as significant objects in
carefully crafted environments is the complement to the study’s analysis of the
social context in which they have value. Beyond a certain degree of uniformity
in the Impressionist and Post-Impressionist styles of the works I'll discuss, a
unifying quality found among the still-lifes, interior scenes, and garden imagery
prevalent in domestic painting is the referential reflexivity they have with their
surroundings. But formal analysis alone misses much; the meanings of the
artworks are contained neither in their creation, nor exchange, nor even the
placement in their final domestic setting alone, but in the ongoing process
through which they are repeatedly encountered in the home, by its occupants
and others. And while these “object transactions” are usually private and highly

individualized, they are nevertheless patterned in the public spaces of the
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market, which are themselves structured according to shared assumptions about
what environments facilitate such material and interpersonal relationships. This
project, therefore, nests an analysis of recurring subjects and readings of specific
paintings in private homes within an overview of pseudo-domestic retail spaces
and commercially-sponsored “idea [read: ideal] houses,” suggesting the
indeterminacy of the border between public and private that obtains in each
setting, and indicating the importance of artworks as tools for negotiating those
boundaries.

Yet important as the home setting is as a venue in which art helps to
encode and decode identities, I use “domestic painting” to refer to this genre not
only because most of the works will be placed in private dwellings, but because
many are created in home studios and most are sold in outlets that are a hybrid
of commercial and domestic spaces: a home temporarily turned into a retail
gallery, retail spaces occupying converted houses or outfitted to resemble fully-
furnished homes, shops devoted to helping women make sure their homes are
comfortable and expressive. The importance of quasi-domestic spaces as
conduits for artworks to move from one home space to another is also a defining
feature of this market, and one which led me to focus on the linkages among
physical spaces as much as the spaces themselves. It was by following a trail of
connections from Mrs. Irwin’s home to the homes of women who had bought

paintings from her; and from her second, more traditional retail space to the
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related shops and galleries nearby; and from the market’s center in Atlanta to the
other cities and settings in the region that I sought to map the fullness of its
economic and symbolic landscape. As the metropolitan center of its region, for
instance, Atlanta is connected to various vacation and “country retreat” locales
that form several ever-widening perimeters of leisure around it, including
numerous local lakes, dozens of mountain and mountain-lake communities in
both northwestern Georgia and Western North Carolina, and the cities and
island resorts along the Atlantic coast: Charleston, Savannah, Hilton Head, etc.
The echoes between home and such temporary or second homes are also a
principal subject of domestic painting, and personal and business relationships
between people in Atlanta and these more or less remote sites are at once a
feature of that preexisting pattern of travel and a response to it. There are
galleries and homes in places like Sea Island, Georgia and Highlands, North
Carolina that could justly be considered part of the Atlanta market, though I
have limited my focus to the principal sites in the city itself, even to its northern
quadrant. On the other hand, anecdotal evidence and my own informal research
in other cities and regions suggest that much of what I will describe as the
dynamic of a “home market” for art has its corollary in cities across the Southeast
and the country as a whole; thus the Atlanta market is linked to other regional
and national locales through both specific relationships between individuals in

Atlanta and those other cities and through a generalized structural homology.
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Although distinct and coherent, then, this market is neither small nor
unambiguously delimited by the list of local or regional sites in which it
operates, especially when one considers the dynamics of how those sites are
linked. In fact, the boundaries of this art-world are defined not by the physical
or economic geography of Atlanta or even its region, but by the practices and
attitudes about art and the home that govern interactions among its agents — the
material environment and physical boundaries are both the contexts for and
products of the market’s social relations. The web of social and professional
relationships that extends specifically from Mrs. Irwin and provides a practical
framework for my field research constitutes a case study of this wider market
type, then, and represents only one of the many such webs that could be studied
even in Atlanta. (Following the links from Mrs. Irwin, for example, led to two
other women working as artists’” agents from their homes, themselves a nexus for
another such network of relationships and spaces.) For whether radiating from
Mrs. Irwin or another, these patterns of interpersonal transactions constitute the
genre of domestic painting as much as do its physical locales and works.

Of several important social aspects of the market that emerged from my
interviews with artists, agents, and buyers, the first is that pre-existing
relationships among women often facilitated the aesthetic and economic
transactions that followed. Many professional and market ties between artists,

agents, and buyers began with affiliations through their churches, children’s
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schools, or husbands’ employment. The initial “home-shows” were successful in
part because the friends and neighbors who were the artists’ first buyers
recognized that format as a combination of shopping and socializing, through
which they might support their peers. Second, the art-world participants share a
common assessment of the importance of the domestic space and the need to
spend time, effort and money to outfit homes, whether for themselves or
professionally for others. It is significant that despite the high honor afforded art
as a category in this local culture, it is rarely treated as a discrete cultural field
unto itself, but rather as one contiguous with the larger market for home
furnishings and design services; furthermore, this aesthetic economy is
integrated fairly seamlessly into the wider social world of the women involved.
Third, while the boundaries between the private home and public marketplace
are permeable, and there is no structural barrier between the various and
overlapping roles of wife, mother, homemaker, decorator, artist, and agent, the
duties and the credentials appropriate to each are negotiated and sometimes
contested, and the apparent commonalities of these actors do not negate their
widely divergent experiences, ambitions, practices and interests. So while I have
not attempted to give detailed life histories or emphasize more than a few
specific personalities, it is important to remember that the market exists as a
ground for common exchange, but not because the women who meet there are

themselves interchangeable. It has therefore been my task to understand how
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these individual women weave ideologies of gender, home and art into a co-
operative, coherent symbolic economy.

During the decade of the 1980s and through much of the 1990s, Atlanta
shared in the regional Sun-Belt boom, and its real estate, building, and related
design businesses flourished. But while structural factors created a general field
of opportunity, the success of this art world in becoming self-supporting within
the wider economies of design/decoration and fine arts rests on the ability and
willingness of the participants to deploy ideological rhetoric in the marketplace
as well as their own creative skills and hard work; that is, they have supported
their material efforts by making both implicit and explicit truth claims about the
importance of the connection of art and the home. The world of domestic
paintings is organized around an aesthetic in the philosophical sense, as well as in
the sense of a unifying visual code or, more precisely, a way of visualizing the home
and its contents. This is important particularly because published case studies of
art-worlds termed “marginal” because of their dominance by women,
geographic distance from recognized art centers, or both, have consistently
focused on their participants’ inability to break into the male-dominated or
avant-garde system of art interpretation, valuation and sales with any long term

success, and these studies have often attributed failure to women’s inability to
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11

marshal their ideological forces effectively enough to convince those already “in”

that they should be included, too.!

Looking at the challenges faced in transferring to the public market this
genre’s particular way of seeing art as part of domesticity highlights the role of
ideological contest in the development of art-worlds and moves this discussion
towards the second major goal of the dissertation, even as it builds on the first,
descriptive project. One of the main reasons for undertaking a thorough
description of local phenomena in the first place is to illuminate the broader
cultural setting; the second objective is to contextualize this market, its practices
and its ideological formations within the wider world of American arts and
intellectual activities, with an ultimate end of demonstrating some of the ways in
which power relations and hierarchies in the field of cultural production are
established and maintained. Specifically, the overarching goal of my dissertation
is to discuss the ideologies of art that are being negotiated by the people in and

outside of this market as an indicator of how the same issues are being worked

Laura Prieto chronicles women's attempts to meet the constantly shifting bar of artistic
professionalism from the late 19t century through the 1930s, but even her rather optimistic
assessment of the strides made by feminist artists and writers since the 1960s “to carve out a place
for themselves as professionals” is accompanied by the admission that “women artists did not
control the terms on which they were judged.” [Laura R Prieto, At Home in the Studio The
Professionalization of Women Artists in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001): p.
210]. Kauffman describes how the members of contemporary associations of women artists in
New York and Philadelphia continue to be caught between competing ideologies of femininity
and artistic professionalism [Bette J. Kauffman, “”“Woman Artist’: Between Myth and Stereotype,”
in Gross, Larry, ed. On the Margins of Art Worlds. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1995): pp. 95-120.], as
did Michal M. McCall in her “The Sociology of Female Artists: A Study of Female Painters,
Sculptors, and Printmakers in St. Louis.” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Illinois, 1975).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



12

out between groups in contemporary American culture at large, especially the
question, “What counts as ‘real’ Art?” and its corollaries about who counts as a

“real” artist, and who gets to decide.

Putting Art in its Place

Though this dissertation turns on a discussion of art in relation to the
specific environs of private homes with an eye to answering the question, “how
does art relate to the domestic context?” its examination of ideological relations
in the field of culture is also pivotal and addresses the possibility of answering
the more contested “how ought art relate to the domestic context—if at all—and
why?” In order to draw a clear contrast between the criteria of valuation applied
to art in or associated with the home and those applied to art in other settings, it
is useful to look more generally at how the surroundings in which we find
artworks contribute to our perceptions of the meaning and value of the works
themselves, and conversely, how artworks contribute to our sense and
experience of specific places. I've already described the specific places that are
the focus of this dissertation, but before returning to them, I'll describe a few
other places fairly obviously linked to the valuation of art and the experience of
people in them.

At least since the days of the Salon in eighteenth-century Paris, the display

of art in a large-scale public setting has suggested that the works thus displayed
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are in some way exemplary of what art should be.2 Whether or not the public
agrees that the individual works selected by the exhibit organizers meet the
criteria of being “important,” or even “good,” by attending and viewing art in
such a setting, it implicitly recognizes and bolsters the public exhibition as a
primary venue for the establishment and negotiation of artistic value. Though
much has changed in terms of both publics and institutions in the intervening
two centuries, large museum exhibitions for living artists —staged amidst their
own grand architecture and now accompanied by highly-produced written
interpretations of the work exhibited — are descendants of the Salon and serve a
similar legitimizing and valorizing function for the art and artists exhibited.? But
perhaps an even more archetypical art-viewing experience of our age, the “block-
buster” exhibition of masterpiece paintings provides a clear example of the
resonance that exists between art, setting and viewer. Often, the viewer’s
experience at such a show consists largely of trying to catch glimpses of famous
works, already known in reproduction, through the crowd of other museum-

goers; 4 in the rare best instance, the viewer may be treated to a moment alone

2 See Thomas Crow, Painters and Public Life in Eighteenth-Century Paris (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1985) for an examination of the establishment of the Salon as not just the
principal venue for public display of art, but also as instrumental to the creation of the idea of an
expanded “public” for artworks in the first place.

3 See Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (New York: Columbia University Press,
1993): p110, discussed extensively in Chapter 2.

4 The role of reproductions in the establishment and negotiation of the value of artworks is a rich
topic in and of itself, and has received its share of critical attention, beginning with Walter
Benjamin’s seminal “The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction” (1935). The ease
with which colorful reproductions of famous artworks can be produced and distributed today
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with a favorite painting, and for the first time see it in un-reproduced color and
all three dimensions, dramatically lit, and suspended like a holy relic against a
softly-toned wall. In this last respect, the contemporary museum exhibition
technique of hanging works in a single, generously-spaced row is a far cry from
the practice of the Salon, where paintings would be hung cheek by jowl, covering
the walls nearly to the ceiling.> But though the works” being exhibited in an
institutional setting still implicitly asserts their place in the world of high culture,
and the grand architecture of most major museums all but commands reverence
in the presence of art, the pilgrimage-like social dynamic of the large exhibition
makes such an assertion even more palpable for museum-goers. While even
peering through a crowd — as in the first viewing scenario above— can lend the

reassurance of shared values and valuation, the private communion experience

notwithstanding, the aura of the unique “original” works contributes to the lure of museum
exhibitions, while the exhibitions themselves encourage the proliferation of reproductions. In
their own way —as the cousins of the catalogue raisonné that has long been a tool to establish
(even posthumously) the reputation of the artist studied — contemporary exhibition catalogues in
general and especially expensive glossy examples published to accompany blockbuster shows
help establish the place of paintings included in them among other works “important” enough to
be reproduced. But catalogues are less often tools for art-historical inquiry than they are
souvenirs of the experience of the exhibition, and a way for viewers to literally take the art home
with them.

5 The history of display practices generally and especially the use of color as a coordinating
background for artworks in exhibition settings has been the subject of recent scholarship and
even the recreation at the Freer Gallery in Washington, D.C. of two exhibitions staged by
Whistler in the19t-century. See Kenneth Myers, Mr. Whistler's gallery: pictures at an 1884 exhibition
(Washington: Freer Gallery, 2003), and David Park Curry, James McNeill Whistler: Uneasy Pieces
(New York: Quantuck Lane Press, forthcoming). I'will return to the subject of artists’ control
over the domestic interior below.

6 Public excitement about such exhibitions — fanned by ubiquitous advertising in print (and even
on the sides of buses), and confirmed and regulated by timed admissions and advance
ticketing — make them the art world equivalent of “must see TV.”
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of the second is even more effective in contributing to the aura of cultural
importance that surrounds the works displayed. ”

Let me stress here that the surroundings in which art is viewed include
not just the physical space, but the social space, too. The aura that surrounds the
paintings in a blockbuster show and is reinforced by the dynamics of the exhibit
extends beyond the works themselves; it can cast a reciprocal glow on both the
museum and the participants in this art pilgrimage. Part of viewers’ perception
of importance of the artwork comes from finding themselves in reassuringly
good cultural company while viewing, a fact which points to the contingency of
cultural experiences even in dedicated physical spaces like the museum on the
social dynamics at play in those spaces. And if the blockbuster exhibition is an
obvious example of the way that the meaning and value of art is rooted in the
richness of its cultural, spatial context, it is not the only one; nor is its example of
objects, audience, architectural space and institutional structure working in
concert for the valorization of artistic expression the only way these elements
interact: in other circumstances, the relationship between art, audience and
surroundings can be marked by disjuncture of expectations and goals, usually

when the audience is given something unlooked for to look at.

7 On the architectural language and ideological goals of large museums, see Carol
Duncan and Alan Wallach, "The Universal Survey Museum." Art History 3:4 (December
1980): 448-475.
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The history of art in the 20t century alone gives ample evidence that
perceptions of the meaning and merit of a work of art have much to do with the
context in which we experience it, a fact which is perhaps even more readily seen
outside the museums and commercial galleries that are the places most
conventionally associated with viewing art. On one hand, even an ordinary (or
banal) object can be transformed into art by the fiat of placing it in a space
reserved for “creative expression” (for example, when Marcel Duchamp
exhibited a urinal signed and titled Fountain in 1917); and on the other hand, both
art and ordinary spaces can be de-routinized when artists place artworks where
they are not expected (New York’s Armory Show of 1913, for instance, in which
art that was ‘modern’ and challenged convention was displayed in an equally
untraditional venue). Sometimes the very purpose of a work is to do work to the
space, transforming it and our experience of being in it (e.g., site-specific
sculpture like Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc (1981), installed and later removed from
the Federal Plaza in New York City). All these venues—even ones in which the
art is contested —nevertheless attest to the breadth of spaces that can be
considered appropriate for art. I have already mentioned site-specific sculpture,
but environmental works were meant to challenge the expected place of
artworks and their subjection both to the market economy and the hierarchies of
museum exhibition, just as performance art and conceptual works were meant in

part to challenge the ability of collectors to render artworks into commodities.
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To put it another way, the key problem to be solved by “advancing” art in the
past century could be seen to be the challenge of making art into something one
can’t take home, for home remains the one place that art may not really belong.?

In each of the cases and locations named above, what a viewer brings of
his or her knowledge, expectations, even vocabulary about art and the cultural
site itself can have profound effects on how both are perceived. While a
purposeful juxtaposition of an artwork with a specific environment may call
attention to heretofore-unnoticed features of familiar places and art-forms both,
sometimes this very dynamic — or even a happenstance combination of location
and expectation —may work against the artist, as well, resulting even in a
determination that the object is not really (or fully) “art” at all; for many, this was
the case with Serra’s sculpture.? Yet if viewers’ values projected onto the already
confusing terrain of art’s interaction with its environment help draw the
boundaries of social space and art, it is just as true that how viewers respond to
different sorts of works in their different contexts maps the viewers themselves —
not just by locating them in the cultural landscape, but giving them identity

based on that location. As French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu famously puts it,

8 All of the spaces I've mentioned share the common feature of setting art apart from everyday
life. Traditional spaces like museums are wholly devoted to the sanctification of artworks
and/or artists, while unorthodox locations accentuate the differentness of art by placing it in
stark contrast to both its immediate surroundings and, more subtly, to artworks which remain
“indoors.” The hallmark of domestic art is its integration into everyday life— integration that
makes its status as art suspect for those who define art by the degree to which it is autonomous
from bourgeois culture.

9 Clara Weyergraf-Serra and Martha Buskirk, eds. Destruction of Tilted Arc: Documents
(Cambridge: MIT/October Books, 1991).
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“taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier.”10 Closer to home, idiomatic terms
for an ‘arrangement of colors on a canvas’ provide an example of the way
vocabulary can mark differences between speakers as much as it marks
differences between the objects spoken of. “Work of art,” “painting” and
“picture” are common terms for one class of object (and may even all name a
single specific object), yet a hearer who has had exposure to the world of high art
will recognize that the utterance of each term conjures up a markedly different
sort of cultural object, while simultaneously marking the speaker according to his
or her knowledge of, comfort with, and ultimately respect for the conventions of
art.

To reiterate, if the relation between viewers, works and spaces is reflexive,
reciprocal and mutually-defining, then the factors that play into art perception
should be understood to include not just the physical properties of artworks
alone, or even the physical spaces in which we find them, but the various social
spaces and people necessary to the process of bringing viewer and painting
together. Inevitably I must suggest that intertwined with a viewer’s perceptions
and valuation of an artwork as a discrete object are his or her implicit valuation
of the artist who created the physical work, those responsible for its display in
the specific space, and finally, the viewer’s self-perception as one in the role of

looking at and judging art. With regards to the perception and valuation of the

10Pjerre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, translation by Richard
Nice. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984): p. 6.
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artist and intermediaries, these may be based in large part on assumptions
drawn from the very surroundings that are themselves being sized up—
assumptions about what environs go with “real” art and which do not. What
I've come back to, then, are strategies of boundary-marking between groups,
markets, or ideological factions on one hand, and the creation of individual
identities with respect to those boundaries on the other hand, all linked to art
places of whatever kind. I've already mentioned the negotiated and contingent
market roles among women who make, sell, and buy artworks in the Atlanta
market as an example of the latter; but for an example of the former (and one
which subtly opposes museums and homes) I'll turn to a form of expression

seldom thought of as a tool for the classification of art.

Couched Argument

In no small measure, a single phrase can suggest both the slippery
dynamics of boundary-maintenance in the worlds of art and public culture, and
some of the issues that are at play specifically in the domestic market that I've
been studying: “GOOD ART WON'T MATCH YOUR SOFA.” Though I had seen it
before, I noticed the statement anew as it appeared on a bumper-sticker seen on
cars in the parking lots of the High Museum in Atlanta and the Virginia Museum
of Fine Arts in Richmond, Virginia during the early stages of my fieldwork (and

many times since and elsewhere); more recently, the phrase was used on a
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billboard along a state highway in north Georgia, advertising a frame shop in
one of the many small towns that, once remote from the bustle of Atlanta, have
been transformed into weekend retreats for people living in the city. In their
individual contexts, both are rife with likely unintended irony, and the migration
of this sentiment from one setting to the other may prove to be what is most
illustrative about changes in American art-culture in general and Atlanta’s
domestic market in particular, but I will save a discussion of that dynamic for
later in this work.1l In the meantime, I'll begin with the phrase as found in its
“original” habitat, and turn to the bumper sticker first.

As an ideological tool and polemical weapon, the bumper sticker is
inexact, to be sure —a broadside projecting a very short phrase to an
undifferentiated audience of anyone and everyone that happens to be in the
vicinity and takes time to look. But appearances aside, there is an elegant twist
to this sort of utterance, in that while carrying out its first job of announcing the

car owner’s position with regards to the subject on the sticker (and effectively

11 If nothing else, the anti-sofa mantra’s migration from museum parking lot to roadside — from
being a defense of a pure and autonomous art to being a sales pitch for art-as-recreational-
commodity —indicates that those involved in the art trade have become increasingly savvy at
incorporating the ideological and polemical tools once deployed by the high art camp into an art
‘worldview’ that is attractive to a broad range of potential consumers, including those who might
also count themselves as defenders of Art.

The way that the billboard’s entire physical context and visual clues shift the emphasis of the
phrase away from its exclusionary features and put it to work as an inclusive appeal suggests
something more interesting than that one cultural faction is using its opponents” own weapons
against them. It is more accurate to state that the voice that speaks from the billboard is actually
the same voice that spoke from the bumper sticker, albeit having undergone a careful and
deliberate — not naive or haphazard —reassessment of its own position vis-a-vis art and consumer
culture, and having realized that both putative camps were populated by the same people.
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defining the owner by that position, not to mention that he or she is willing to
make cultural statements on his or her bumper), it also implies an audience that
is actually self-differentiating, whose members divide themselves first between
those who do and those who do not have basic knowledge of or interest in the
topic of the sticker, and second, between those who agree and those who
disagree with the sentiment on the sticker. And given that bumper-stickers often
address themselves to polarizing topics expressed in rarely-subtle words and
phrases (not to mention their literal “drive-by” nature), the point of such
statements isn’t to open a discussion or debate, or even to name those presumed
to hold adversarial views, so much as to assert a “fact” that is understood by the
person making it (and any reader privy to knowledge of the same implied and
pre-existing cultural conflict, however trivial) to decisively close debate on the
subject. Bumper stickers, as laughable as it seems, can operate as ideological
lines in the sand, saying, “This is the heart of the matter. Either you agree with
me (and you are right), or you don’t (and you are wrong, probably beyond help);
there is no in-between, and there is no need for further discussion.” And even
better, “You know who you are.” This sort of boundary-marking — often definitive
in its pronouncement of what constitutes orthodoxy and/or heresy, dependent
on the interested pafties’ knowledge of the positions possible, diffuse almost to
the point of anonymity yet asserting a de facto closure of territorial boundaries

through self-segregation, without the parties ever having to explicitly or directly
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address their opponents, much less their opponents” arguments —is a good
model for the back-handed way boundaries can be asserted between and among
cultural fractions in the realm of art.

Looking at this example, what do we make of the fact that this kind of
diffused but black-or-white discourse is used here not just in the name of art, but
specifically in the name of establishing the proper relationship between (what the
cultured viewer is assumed to understand as) real art and a piece of furniture?
Can that relationship be so important? Why? With the general coarse dynamic of
bumper-sticker polemics in mind, the statement that “GOOD ART WON'T MATCH
YOUR SOFA” can point us to a specific field of struggle within the generalized
field of cultural production that demonstrates how conflict between fractions of
classes informs the creation and deployment of much more subtle distinctions
between arts, and how arts are themselves used as markers for cultural and class-
fraction boundaries. This case exemplifies first of all the strategy of diffused
reference to speaker(s) and audience, in that the specific fractions of the art world
that are party to its implied conflict remain unnamed, but are by no means
unknown. Put simply, “GOOD ART WON'T MATCH YOUR SOFA” is a defense of
institutionalized avant-garde art (read: “real” art) and its proponents, against

incursions from art more directly implicated in “bourgeois” life.12 I say “more

12 My use of bourgeois here is intentionally imprecise to reflect the imprecision of the kind of
boundary marking I have been talking about, specifically in the conflict between those who
identify themselves as “not bourgeois,” on one hand, and on the other hand, those who may or
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directly implicated” because an irony of this particular opposition is that art
which has received institutional sanctification (e.g., has been repeatedly
exhibited in museums) is almost by definition no longer avant-garde, but is on its
way, at least, to being fully integrated into institutionalized elite culture. That
very fact (or really, the fear of it) is built into the sentiment of the bumper-sticker,
if it is not the actual impetus for it in the first place: if there were no question
about the boundary between avant-garde and bourgeois art, no question about
where the speaker stands in the hierarchy, there would be no need for this kind of
statement. In other words, while on one hand it is an attack on a heretical
position from the right— from outside of art—it is on the other hand a defense of
the speaker’s position within the hierarchy of the field of art, threatened not
primarily from outside but from inside — from positions further up in the
hierarchy that places avant-garde producers and interpreters at the apex of art,
and which question whether institutionalized avant-garde art hasn’t itself
already slipped into the netherworld of bourgeois consciousness.

In this dynamic of turning attention to a class of art that everyone inside
the hierarchy can agree is definitely outside the hierarchy, the specific arena of

battle is art’s autonomy from other aspects of daily life — put another way, the

may not consider themselves to be bourgeois or petty bourgeois, and who may or may not
recognize that they have a role in the conflict at all. I, too, will be using the term bourgeois in a
rather inclusive way because part of my project is to describe practices and attitudes about art
and domesticity that—considering the fluidity of economic fortunes in the contemporary
American (and Atlanta’s) economy—may be better indicators of allegiance to “bourgeois values”
than would be an analysis class fractions in strictly economic terms.
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requirement that art be judged according only to criteria generated within the
field of art. The idea that art could “match” or “go with the sofa” is heretical in
this view because it suggests an outside criterion, and because that outside
criterion degrades the work of art to the level of ordinary consumer commodity,
on a par with and needing to match other common commodities in no less banal
an environment of consumption than the private bourgeois home. Art has
become decoration. Understood to be a defining practice of the bourgeoisie (and
especially bourgeois women), looking at art as decoration goes against the very
definition of art for a reader associating him/herself with the mainstream of
contemporary high art culture, such that the inverse of the bumper-sticker would
be even more to the point: ‘IF IT MATCHES YOUR SOFA, ITISN'T ART.”®® But what
does “decoration’ really mean, that it (and the individuals who pursue it) should
be so despised? I will return several times to this issue, as it is a more common
marker of cultural boundaries and critical biases than one might guess, and even
as the term has been indiscriminately used as a marker of “not-serious” or
“bourgeois” art by some scholars, the various practices known collectively as

“decoration” have remained under-theorized as they touch upon art, at least in

13 Familiarity with this art vs. decoration trope is so pervasive that it is not uncommon for it to
show up in popular entertainments such as movies and television sit-coms, almost anytime an
“artist type” character is called for, usually expressed as that character’s outrage or disdain when
an uncultured viewer refers to an artwork as “pretty” or with another term emphasizing its
decorative potential [e.g., The Favor (1992)].
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contemporary contexts.l In the meantime, we have a bumper sticker whose six
words evoke a complex and ongoing struggle over the meaning of art by
implying not just contested criteria for judging it (decorative uses), but a wholé
class of people who are to be disdained precisely because they are alleged to
employ these criteria.l®

Many questions remain to be answered: does such a class of people exist
as more than an ideological straw man, or in texts other than a bumper sticker?
Do its practices with regards to art actually place decoration above other
concerns? In what ways and to what extent might such an alternative ideology

pose a threat to the autonomy of the field of art? And finally, does inclusion of

14 As Christopher Reed notes, the twentieth century was marked by “the growing divergence of
domesticity and modernism, despite — or because of — their intertwined roots in turn-of-the-
century culture” [Christopher Reed, ed. Not at Home: The Suppression of Domesticity in Modern Art
and Architecture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996): p. 7]. But while this assessment is largely
true of criticism and scholarship in the twentieth century — at least that devoted to
“contemporary” art during the last two-thirds of it— there is a wealth of writing (both period and
recent) on the interrelated meanings of domestic decoration and art in the period before that
divergence, though revival of art-historical attention to such subjects as the Aesthetic Movement
in England and America had to wait until the last decades of the 20t century.

15 A whole slew of terms exist in both popular and scholarly writing and talking about art that
invokes aspects of this “fear of decoration.” Some of these terms allude to a superficial
appreciation of artworks for the decorative use they may have (“decorative,” “pretty,” etc.), a
matter complicated when bona fide avant-garde artists include elements in their work that are
either intentionally decorative (e.g., Matisse), or too-easily perceived to be decorative (e.g.
Abstract Expressionists Jackson Pollock, Hans Hoffman and Robert Motherwell, according to
Clement Greenberg (“Avant Garde and Kitsch,” in Art and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1971): pp. 3-27).. Other terms (like “swatch people,” cited in Stuart Platter, High Art
Down Home: An Economic Ethnography of a Local Art Market (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1996): p. 139), are actually directed towards the aggregate of individuals involved in the industry
of interior design. These may simply suggest the “goes with the sofa” mentality, but the disdain
with which they are used owes as much to the venal and mercenary character attributed to
“decorators” as it does to their “superficiality.” In fact, the “design professions,” while
overlapping the field of art, also present a specific challenge to the claims of artists, gallery
owners, critics and curators to legitimate authority about art matters, which challenge has the
additionally galling (to the previous group) quality of translating directly into economic
competition.
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“heretical” criteria in the process of valuation of artworks mean the exclusion of
“orthodox” criteria, or can they co-exist or even overlap? In the course of this
dissertation I will argue that “purely decorative work” can have the practical
utility of advancing a cultural vision in which the deployment of culturally and
individually-salient objects, including artworks in domestic space (i.e.,
decoration) may, itself, make a personally valid statement, and suggest that the
opposition between decoration and art is both shallow and artificial, rooted in
intellectual, ideological and economic politics rather than actual experience in
real social settings. I'll be trying, in effect, to recover the actual dynamics of a
contemporary bourgeois art (dynamics which might be recognizable to many
Americans a century ago, not to mention today) by trying to ascertain exactly

how art “goes with the sofa.”

Plan of the Work

At its heart, Picturing Home is a study of the symbolic landscapes of the
domestic art market in Atlanta, focusing on how the practices of making,
exchanging and living with art in the context of private, professional-class homes
are indicative of bourgeois cultural identity. But it is also about how connecting
art with bourgeois cultural identity puts domestic painting beyond the pale of
avant-garde definitions of valid art. Entwined with the description of people,

places, and practices, then, is a description of how the market fits into the larger
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context of late twentieth-century and early twenty-first century America,
especially its pervasively visual culture and writing about it. Though it has been
a subtext of this introduction from the beginning, in the last few pages I have
placed ideology near the center of my discussion and used vocabulary specific to
class analysis and the sociology of art—especially “bourgeois” — without
precisely defining those terms. I will begin to do that in the next chapter, but
because I am critically interested in how “art” has been constructed as an
antithetical category to “domesticity” and how this opposition continues to
influence discussions of both, the first half my dissertation is devoted to
describing the way scholarly writing on the social aspects of art markets has
perpetuated an ideology with roots in the late 19th century. Thus, Chapter 2
addresses the pitfalls of sociological approaches to understanding art, Chapter 3
addresses two recent field studies of local markets as examples of how
methodological decisions can mask ideological bias, and Chapter 4 discusses the
historical context behind the divorce of art and the home as part of the gendering
of aesthetic creativity as a predominantly masculine pursuit, each chapter
examining the place of the literature itself in the creation of the categories of art.
Broadly speaking, then, the first half of this dissertation is given to describing the
definitions of art against which the works and people of the domestic painting

market are thought to stand in sharp contrast.
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The second part of the dissertation begins with Chapter 5, in which I
propose intuitive vision to name the distinctive visual habits and bodily practices
of bourgeois domesticity in contemporary Atlanta, especially the role of artworks
in the phenomenological space of the home. (Readers already conversant in the
sociology of art—especially its Marxist/feminist branch — and familiar with the
values of local avant-garde art markets may wish to pass over the first section
and proceed directly to this chapter, instead.) Chapter 6 focuses on domestic
painting’s central quality of integration applied to the concrete physical and
stylistic features of specific artworks in their domestic settings, to the connection
of the market’s various agents in a coherent social milieu that is not restricted to
their art-related roles, and to the very purpose of aesthetic experience in these
contexts. Chapter 7 charts the concrete terrain of ‘home-like” spaces devoted to
the production and distribution of paintings in the market, while continuing to
develop the distinction between phenomenological and sight-based
representations of domesticity. This terrain—along with those commercial
venues discussed in Chapter 8 that project a more syncretic version of the “look
of home” — constitutes the “public face’ of the market, where its collective values
and techniques are not only displayed and maintained, but ultimately challenged
by the dominant visual culture of Atlanta’s connected worlds of art and design.
Finally, the Conclusion returns to the way conflict between competing systems of

belief about art and life — ideological boundary-marking, in short—has concrete
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effects in the contemporary cultural landscape beyond the apportionment of
prestige or disdain to groups of people who claim the title “artist,” or who claim
"decoration as a legitimate use for artworks. By revisiting the statement that
“Good art won’t match your sofa,” I will reassess the supposed antithesis
between avant-garde aesthetics and the various practices known collectively as
decoration, but I will also again take up the question of “What is bourgeois art?”
that is not limited to a local importance, but has ramifications for our national

culture of art, as well.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



30

CHAPTERL:

Writing Art

Whether as critics but also the leaders of a school, . . . or as fellow travellers
contributing their reflexive discourse to the production of a work which is always in part
its own commentary to or reflection of an art which often itself incorporates a reflection
on art, intellectuals have never before so directly participated, through their work on art
and the artist, in an artistic work which always consists partly of working on oneself as an
artist.

Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production. p.108.

Reflexivity makes life hard.
Vera L. Zolberg, Constructing a Sociology of the Arts, ix.

Because all art’s meaning is informed by hierarchies in the contested field
of culture, fully describing this market means more than outlining the readily
observable features of people, places and objects (the task I will take up in the
second part of this dissertation); it also means locating it in the range of
categories, boundaries and labels that serve to define the world of art as a whole
and which are at least partially institutionalized through intellectual discourse.
Indeed, the location of this and similar markets within the field of intellectual
discourse about art (rather, their conspicuous exclusion from it) helps define not
only the art and market type as “domestic,” but also the intellectual field of

writing-about-art as that which attends to art that is avant-garde, serious,
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professional and even sometimes popular, while excluding that which is
pretty or decorative, certainly amateurish, and especially bourgeois.! Such a dual
analysis — of the market and its discursive shadow —begs the question of whether
the field of art scholarship has the ability (much less the willingness) to answer
the question posed at the end of the introduction: “What is bourgeois art?”

Part of the difficulty of seeking its answer stems from the basic problem of
producing ‘objective’” writing about the world of contemporary art especially,
when the ideological stakes underpinning such questions as “What is Art?”
“Who is an artist?” and “What should art do?” are as hotly contested among
those of us who study and write about art as by those of us who ‘make’ art in the
more conventional sense. And though I am not suggesting that intellectual
inquiry into the arts is so flawed as to preclude worthwhile writing on these
questions, I am working from the position that intellectual work of all sorts has
come to be so entwined in the production of art that the very asking of such
questions is itself a constitutive part of the field, the argument of sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu cited in the epigraph and expanded upon elsewhere in his

work.2 This being true, then the task of the first part of this dissertation becomes

! That the term ‘bourgeois’ (especially when connected to art) may activate for a reader as many
unflattering connotations as it does suggests the dynamic of discursive boundary-marking I'm
talking about, and why I have chosen to use the term ‘domestic” for this art, instead. Not only is
“domestic” more evocative of the specific physical conditions that surround it (not to mention the
ideological associations thereof, as well), it deflects—or at least defers— that question framing my
descriptive project, “What is ‘bourgeois” art?”

2 Bourdieu (1993), p. 110: “The constitution of an unprecedented array of institutions for
recording, preserving and analysing works (reproductions, catalogues, art journals, museums
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not only to lay the theoretical groundwork for my methodology, or even to
demonstrate how it fills a hole in the literature of art, but to begin to
contextualize the hole with reference to the role art-writing plays in the
perpetuation of cultural hierarchies. To all those ends, this and the next two
chapters will focus on different aspects of the critical literature that help a reader
understand the purported distance between art and the bourgeois home.

It should not go unstated that the “perpetuation of cultural hierarchies’
mentioned above is hardly just an abstract concept; the hierarchies in question
play out in practical terms from the large scale to the small: from helping to
bolster the autonomy of artistic and intellectual life within the mainstream of
consumer capitalist culture, to limiting the range of possible career paths
perceived as legitimate by individual artists and intellectuals. This last feature
impinges specifically on the conception of my own project since my voice as an
academic writer is inflected by my experience as a painter; my explicit
participation in the field of art as a producer and the fact that my scholarly

project falls within the field of intellectual art-writing and is therefore subject to

acquiring the most modern works, etc.), the growth in the personnel employed, full-time or part-
time, in the celebration of works of art, the increased circulation of works and artists, with great
international exhibitions and the increasing number of chains of galleries with branches in many
countries— all combine to favour the establishment of an unprecedented relationship between the
body of interpreters and the work of art, analogous to that found in the great esoteric traditions;
to such an extent that one has to be blind not to see that discourse about a work is not a mere
accompaniment, intended to assist it perception and appreciation, but a stage in the production
of the work, of its meaning and value.”
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the same dynamics I propose to critique bring me back briefly to question the
need for and possibility of objectivity.

If it is true that authors tend to have at least some personal stake in the
subjects they choose to study or the perspectives and techniques they bring to the
task (as is certainly true in my case), then it islimpractical to establish
‘disinterestedness’ as a measure of quality. Setting aside any illusions of an
abstracted or dispassionate objectivity, then, good scholarship may even rest on
the strength of a scholar’s interest— or actual stake —in the subject under
consideration. This is not to say that scholarly identification with the subject of
one’s research is unproblematic, and this issue is not far divorced from the
question ethnographers face of how to do research in one’s own culture when the
distinction between positions of Self/Outside and Other/Inside has been
compromised and complicated by the pervasively self-aware and self-
documentary habits of people in contemporary American society, “auto-
ethnographic” practices that at least one writer has defined as a hallmark of

postmodern culture.?

3“To putit in a formula, the culture of advanced consumer capitalism or, less acceptable but
more fashionable, postmodernity, consists largely in the processes of self-inscription, indigenous
self-documentation and endlessly reflexive simulation.” And again: “My simple contention is
that the historical conditions of advanced consumer capitalism have occupied the grounds on
which ethnography as a special enterprise has traditionally been based. In its everyday practice
postmodernity absorbs the ethnographic game, dissolving the boundary between the site of
ethnographic experience and the site of ethnographic writing.” John Dorst, The Written Suburb:
An American Site, An Ethnographic Dilemma (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989):
pp- 2 and 204.
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But setting aside the polar dangers of claiming a false critical distance on
the one hand and “going native” on the other hand, cultural scholars are every
day caught up in the struggle to establish and define values, and face the
challenge of being both cognizant of and explicit with their readers about their
interests in the fields about which they write and in which they work. And for
their part, readers ought to expect at least a minimal degree of self-awareness as
to these interests on the part of writers, especially those proposing to offer
objective analysis of cultural formations, and particularly in cases where
methodologies are applied across disciplinary lines in the name of an “outside
perspective.” While some level of explicit position-taking is expected (and again
Bourdieu is perspicacious when he notes that, “few works do not contain
indications of the manner in which the author conceived the novelty of his
undertaking or of what, in his own eyes, distinguished it from his
contemporaries and precursors.”),* such indications often stop short of helping
readers site the work within anything but the narrow bounds of its sub-field for
fellow-producers — sub-field locations which serve to hide the bigger questions of
relationships of power and prestige across the field as a whole. In other words,
in the course of ‘de-mystifying’ value systems such as are deployed around art,
we must be wary of simultaneously obscuring our own place in the creation of

cultural hierarchies, compromising the usefulness of our analysis in the process.

4 Bourdieu (1993), p. 118.
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This is the challenge of “reflexivity” suggested by Vera Zolberg in the first
sentence of her Constructing a Sociology of the Arts, which I take as a caveat for all
writers, myself included, who propose to describe instances or processes in the
creation of artistic value.

Broadly speaking, writers attempting such a description— particularly of
more recent art world contexts — have struggled with two key challenges: the
first is the difficulty of describing something as complex as art in all its cultural
imbeddedness, of determining and applying those investigative approaches that
give the fullest account of how art is made and experienced in the specific
context studied. Here is where writers from sociology, cultural studies and
ethnographic disciplines have had the most impact on the field (especially when
these approaches are used in an interdisciplinary fashion, and least when
disciplinary boundaries are most rigorously maintained), so in the next chapter I
will touch on several recent works which look at art in local contexts using non-
“art historical” methods. The second challenge, though, involves the
reappearance of the ghost of the same avant-garde ideology that obscured the
social processes of art in the first place, and which necessitated/ prompted the
on-going reassessment of art from perspectives “outside” that of high art. Itis
evident not only in works that propose to describe what art does in concrete
settings, but even in some of the very texts that set forth to debunk theories of

art. Therefore, I will highlight how such residual avant-gardism has inflected
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otherwise promise-filled works on the state of art cultures in contemporary

America.

Framing the Questions

A few texts in particular inform this project at a basic level and bear
specifically on the topics I've set before me, as well as suggesting the current
state of our sociological understanding of art and art-study together. In using
such terms as “field,” “class-fraction,” and even “heresy” to start the discussion
of cultural hierarchies, I have been invoking a theoretical framework, an
approach to understanding art as a social process, which draws heavily on the
work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, principally his theory of fields as laid
out in the essays collected and published as The Field of Cultural Production (1993).
Bourdieu was certainly not the first sociologist to turn his attention to arts, or to
argue that the meaning of art is not inherent in the object produced, but in the
social relations of all who contributed to its production, distribution and
consumption; I will discuss those scholars whose work bears most directly on my

subject or is particularly insightful in the next few pages.> But Bourdieu’s

5 Often attempting to account for change in art, scholars of several stripes have focused on
different aspects of the social relations occurring in art worlds. In the following pages I will
detail some of the most pertinent resources, beginning with Vera Zolberg's Constructing a
Sociology of the Arts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) as a general survey of the
field and its major developments and problems. Though not an exhaustive list, variants of this
sociological understanding of art that are most pertinent have come from those who place class-
struggle and class ideology at the center of their analysis (theorists like Raymond Williams, as
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formulation has several advantages: First, he keeps an emphasis on how
individual agents and their divergent, specific, concrete interests come into play
within the range of possible positions in the field, but also effecting the range of
possible positions. Though social structures and relations condition and
constrain the choices of individuals, individuals are not reduced to pawns of the
system or its rules because their actions, motivated by their own interests and
infused with a “feel for the game” (habitus), are part of the process by which the
structures and relations are themselves created, reinforced, or changed.6
Second, while maintaining that conflict between discrete groups or sub-
fields is exacerbated by the fact that boundaries between them are diffuse and
permeable, Bourdieu offers a convincing account of the way boundary-marking
between competing groups (sub-fields) can involve not only explicit attacks but,
just as importantly, negation by a complete lack of attention. This formulation

offers a logic by which the relationship between seemingly disparate art worlds

well as Janet Wolff and, of course, Bourdieu), to those whose primary interest is the production
and reproduction of gender hierarchies as well as class ones through the medium of art (Griselda
Pollock), to others who concentrate on change as related to individuals’ construction of career
narratives against and informed by background of economic change (White and White). The term
‘art world’ came into common use especially through the work of Becker, who in his book, Art
Worlds (1982) was among first to systematically formulate the way discrete contexts for the
production and reception of artworks come into being and persist, change, and die.

6 Bourdieu (1993), p. 34. This view is not unrelated to the process Anthony Giddens calls
“structuration” in that both posit a dialectic between individual agency and the system of social
constraints, the latter actively engaged by the former via an inculcated understanding of the
cultural milieu—what Giddens calls “common sense” to Bourdieu’s “habitus.” Anthony Giddens,
Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure, and Contradiction in Social Analysis (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1979).
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can be understood in a systematic way, by their roles and positions in the whole

field:
The duality of the principles of hierarchization means that there are few
fields... in which the antagonism between the occupants of the polar
positions is more total.... Perfectly illustrating the distinction between
relations of interaction and the structural relations which constitute a
field, the polar individuals may never meet, may even ignore each other
systematically, to the extent of refusing each other membership in the

same class, and yet their practice remains determined by the negative
relation which unites them.”

And third, Bourdieu provides a convincing account of how the
historically-situated conflict over cultural authority between the fractions of the
dominant class over the past century-and-a-half, has its shadow in the ‘master-
narrative’ of the growth of the autonomy of the field of cultural production,
positing that the two competing principals of hierarchization that form the poles
of the field of art are those that claim and seek to reinforce the “autonomous”
and self-referential system of evaluating art, and, its opposite, a “heteronomous”

principle which admits to other than internalist criteria.® This last is not

7 Bourdieu (1993), p. 46

8 “[The literary and artistic field] is thus the site of a double hierarchy: the heteronomous
principle of hierarchization, which would reign unchallenged if, losing all autonomy, the literary
and artistic field were to disappear as such (so that artists and writers became subject to the
ordinary laws prevailing in the field of power, and more generally in the economic field), is
success, as measured by indices such as books sales, number of theatrical performances, etc., or
honours, appointments, etc. The autonomous principle of hierarchization, which would reign
unchallenged if the field of production were to achieve total autonomy with respect to the laws of
the market, is degree specific consecration (literary and artistic prestige), i.e., the degree of
recognition accorded by those who recognize no other criterion than recognition by those whom
they recognize. In other words, the specificity of the artistic field is defined by the fact that the
more autonomous it is, i.e. the more completely it fulfils its own logic as a field, the more it tends
to suspend or reverse the dominant principle of hierarchization; but also that, whatever its degree
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important to me as another or new take on class-struggle, so much as it is
important because it helps name the specific stakes in struggles between sub-
fields of the field of art (avant-garde vs. domestic, for instance) as the battle for
the meaning of art practices, vis-a-vis the autonomy of art from the dominant
logic of the marketplace. Simply put, Bourdieu puts the struggle between
individuals and groups involved in the arts at the center of analysis, and more
importantly, gives us a systematic way to analyze why they struggle in the first
place.

In his Art Worlds (1982) Howard Becker made many of the same basic
arguments both about the organization of art worlds according to myriad roles in
the production of artworks and performances, and about the permeability of self-
and group-defined boundaries; his thorough and pragmatic understanding (a
soft de-bunking of the “artist as creative genius’ mythology, really) is the
practical basis for much of what has come since. Moreover, Becker sees the
mechanisms by which art world participants segregate themselves as examples
of what should be a major focus of any sociological study:

One important facet of a sociological analysis of any social world is
to see when, where, and how participants draw the lines that distinguish
what they want to be taken as characteristic from what is not to be so
taken. Art worlds typically devote considerable attention to trying to

decide what is and isn’t art, what is and isn’t their kind of art, and who is
and isn’t an artist; by observing how members of an art world make those

of independence, it continues to be affected by the laws of the field which encompasses it, those
of economic and political profit.” Ibid., p. 38-39.
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distinctions rather than trying to make them ourselves we can understand
much of what goes on in that world... In addition, art worlds typically
have intimate and extensive relations with the worlds from which they try
to distinguish themselves. They share sources of supply with those other
worlds, recruit personnel from them, adopt ideas that originate in them,
and compete with them for audiences and financial support. In some
sense, art worlds and worlds of commercial, craft, and folk art are parts of
a larger social organization. So even though everyone involved
understands and respects the distinctions which keep them separate, a
sociological analysis should take account of how they are not so different
after all.®
But even as he names conflicting claims of legitimacy between art worlds
as a major component of change in arts, Becker treats them more as many distinct
instances of in-group consensus-building, rather than part of a larger system of
conflict and hierarchization that patterns meaning for art as a cultural category.1
While I believe that such consensus-building is important generally, and I will
argue that it is an essential and explicit part of the logic of the domestic painting
market, I want to understand the relationship between groups as well as within
them. The elegance of Bourdieu's analysis is that it describes the most
contentious and culturally fertile of the “intimate and extensive relations”

between art worlds as precisely those which pertain to hierarchies of value,

embedded in what Becker describes as a vague “larger social organization” of

9 Howard S. Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982): p. 36

10 “ An aesthetic, providing a basis on which people can evaluate things in a reliable and
dependable way, makes regular patterns of cooperation possible... From this point of view,
aesthetic value arises from the consensus of the participants in an art world... Work becomes
good, therefore valuable, through the achievement of consensus about the basis on which it is to
be judged and through the application of the agreed-on aesthetic principles to particular cases.”
Becker (1982), p. 134.
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art, but which called by name is the field of cultural production, itself within the
field of political and economic power. Though I will suggest instances in which I
think Bourdieu’s analysis should be extended, by and large, his theoretical
framework is that which best helps illuminate the overall structure and stakes of
the field of art, within which domestic painting and its practitioners struggle for
identity.1!

To be fair, Vera L. Zolberg has pointed out in Constructing a Sociology of
the Arts, her all-encompassing survey and critique of the field, that Becker’s
reticence to address the sources or character of competing claims for legitimacy
beyond their demographic features is a choice made to avoid questions of value
in art, stemming from his view of the sociologist’s job as that of impartial and
value-free observer —a goal which she believes, though “itself not fully accepted
by all social scientists as a legitimate part of their ethos, is consistent and
necessary, even if not always achieved.”12 But one of the things that make
artworks more than and/ or different from other classes of commodities, and that

put art worlds in a class of social phenomena with religion and science, is that

11 A case in point is the question of what constitutes ‘bourgeois art,” especially in the field of
painting. Although he gives a compelling account of the full range of Parisian theater from
avant-garde to popular, and cites the world of avant-garde painting as the summa of the logic of
autonomous hierarchization, the gradations of value and audience are considerably less worked-
out at the other end of his scale. Even charting the structural location of “bourgeois art” as avant-
garde art that has become consecrated and moved to the right (bigger audience, financial returns)
doesn’t tell us what it does for the bourgeois, and why. In part, this goes to a question of how to
translate his principally European-based work to better match the conditions of specifically
American culture and class relations, with its considerably more provisional class identities.

12 Zolberg, p. 201.
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art, among other things, is a medium for offering truth claims (about individuals,
groups, even whole cultures), to the extent that such claims are generally taken
as a central feature of art. Even if a scholar refrains from making his/her own
claims about specific evaluative judgments, a study that doesn’t take account of
the mechanisms of valuation that are at play is not a full analysis. Zolberg
herself says: “[By] not bringing aesthetic value to the forefront of his work,
[Becker’s] approach cannot account for why certain art forms come to be more
highly valued than others. It cannot explain why more powerful groups co-opt
certain art forms, except perhaps through individual spontaneity or unexplained
drift.”13 Moreover, considering the difficulties with objectivity already discussed,
there is an additional danger which, again, Zolberg succinctly identifies: “Yet it
should be pointed out that by excluding evaluative judgement explicitly, they
run the risk of having it slip in inadvertently.”14 This is precisely what happens
in two books published on the topic of the workings of art worlds, to differing
degrees of explicitness, and with variations in result that I will turn to shortly:

Harrison C. White’s Careers and Creativity: Social Forces in the Arts (1993), and

13 Zolberg, p. 202

14 Jbid., p. 201. I will reiterate that the whole scholarship of contemporary art bears the mark of
this issue in its omission of serious work on non-avant-garde art that doesn’t fit the easy
categories of either “popular” or “folk”; and lest I appear to attribute too conspiratorial motives
to legions of art scholars, I will note that the first cause of the field’s ignoring such markets is
quite literally its ignorance of them. The issue of homology between artists and intellectuals
(reinforced by socialization of new recruits into both fields, so that even those who might have
brought heteronomous-leaning sympathies are taught that such feelings are detrimental to
finding recognition within the field) encourages writers to look within the prescribed boundaries,
while those who do not may find little reception for their work among their peers.
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Stuart Plattner’s High Art Down Home: An Economic Ethnography of a Local Art
Market (1998).

Zolberg's caveats about the perils of valuation in sociological studies of
the arts are part of her larger project of defining the possibilities and limits of an
understanding of how art functions in societies that takes the best features from
both sociological and humanistic perspectives. In the course of her project, she
crafted an exhaustive review and critique of writing on the arts from de
Tocqueville to even then on-going and unpublished studies of the career choices
of individual artists.’> But even as she deftly compares competing theoretical
approaches to artistic creativity and the symbolic function of art in complex
societies, she does not seek to replace other theories with her own, so much as to
suggest how sociologists should proceed to incorporate the best insights of
humanists and arts professionals into their long-held belief that art is a social
practice. While stopping short of calling for a true synthesis of the perspectives
and techniques from each field (rather, she warns against the “mistake” of
“forc[ing] social scientists and humanists into a factitious harmony because each
might give up too much of their own fields’ contributions”16), she cites as a

central concern that the sociology of art actually maintain the arts as a focus,

15 In her preface she thanks Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi for the use of his research data, published
with Rick Robinson as “Culture, Time, and the Development of Talent.” In Stemberg and
Davidson, eds. Conceptions of Giftedness (Cambridge U. Press, 1984). Csikszentmihalyi’s work on
the phenomenological meaning of artworks and other objects in domestic spaces will figure into
the later stages of this study.

16 Zolberg, p. 215.
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rather than using them as just another tool to illuminate the larger-scale social
features that are assumed to be the sociologists’ primary concern.

Maintaining (or establishing) the centrality of the arts in its most simple
form means paying attention to both artists and artworks in concrete settings,
while not ignoring the questions of quality and value that inescapably arise
when discussing art. On the problems faced in doing this, passages from
Zolberg's careful (and prescient) analysis of the field bear citation at length; they
succinctly characterize some of the peculiar omissions in recent works devoted to
suggesting how art contributes to contemporary social and cultural experience,
omissions which, along with similar gaps concerning the gendered/spatial
contexts of contemporary art markets, limit the incisiveness of those studies. I
have already set the hierarchies of value judgments in art (and how such
judgments are anything but “disinterested”) at the center of my own work, and
suggested that those of us writing on art are implicated in the processes of
concretizing such hierarchies. Zolberg states that,

Focusing on art is, in a sense, the most problematic aspect of the
sociological study of the arts because this brings the scholar to the brink of
making value judgments about the subject and, consequently, showing
bias. . . . Not only is it important for sociologists to be aware of
preconceived notions that cause members of society [themselves included]

to reject uncritically the cultural output of certain segments of society,
such as popular or mass culture, but they must be equally alert to falling
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into the opposite trap — of sentimentalizing the arts of certain groups or
permitting nostalgia to obfuscate their thinking.1”

Both “death of the author” or reception-based concepts of art that almost
entirely shift the role of meaning-creation from artists to the myriad other actors
in systems of sign exchange, as well as more traditionally-oriented audience-
focused empirical research contribute to the problem of art without artists; but
the laudable sociological focus on structures of cultural interaction rather than on
mythologized individual narratives (“the conventionally popular adulatory view
of the artist as romantic genius”18) should not lead sociologists to pay too little
attention to actual artists:

Instead of ignoring or avoiding understandings of the individual
artist proposed by aestheticians and cognitive or social psychologists or
psychoanalysts as part of an assumed division of labor in the human
sciences, I maintain that it is important to reinsert them into the analysis of
social realities of society and artistic practice. This would show the
awareness by sociologists of the fact that artists emerge from the
interaction of initial propensities for talent and personality characteristics
within the constraints of historically grounded opportunity structures,

through changing processes and mechanisms of discovery, recruitment,
and socialization.??

17 Zolberg, p. 212. As opposed to merely serving as an antidote to bias, however, this same sort of
reflexivity suggests the promise of helping both social scientists and humanist scholars work
toward a system of valuation that is not as implicated in the processes and schemes by which
cultural power is bestowed and manipulated. Writing on Jeffrey Goldfarb’s work on the arts in
Eastern European countries emerging from communism in the 1980s, Zolberg takes his inclusion
“in the category of serious art not only classical or “serious’ academic music or fine art, but certain
popular arts as well . . . those of sufficient depth and richness to transcend even commercial and
functional usage, providing the basis for a continuing conversation rather than a fleeting
moment’s entertainment,” as a way by which “the dilemma of democratic quality that seemed
oxymoronic to Tocqueville has a chance to be resolved (p. 208).”

18 Ibid., p. 196.

19 Ibid..
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Nor should the tendency to lose sight of actual artworks go unchallenged or
uncorrected; for if either artists or artworks are lost in what purports to be a
study of art, then the goal of understanding society via the arts is necessarily
compromised:

[Sociologists] are more likely to focus on aspects of organization
and process affecting how artists work and how their creations or output
are disseminated or marketed in relation to the broader socio-political-
economic context of the production of the art. In many cases, however,
because of sociologists” concern with the social, the art works themselves

become lost in the search for understanding society, ending up as virtual
byproducts.?0

Art as Narrative

Zolberg's project was essentially meta-critical rather than prescriptive,
seeking the limits of her field as well as assessing its potential to provide tools
needed to map the cultural terrain on which the meanings of art are contested.
Three years later, though, sociologist Harrison C. White— whose past writing
helped focus attention on the institutional structures that enable large-scale
artistic change — published a more hybrid work that drew upon his own field
research in the course of putting forth a unifying theory of art: Careers and
Creativity: Social Forces in the Arts. Unfortunately, Careers and Creativity provides

a ready example of the conflicted nature of the academic literature of art,

20 Zolberg, p. 54.
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exhibiting several of the problems about which Zolberg warned. So, before
turning to contemporary field studies of specific markets and locales, I'll
conclude this chapter with an examination of some pertinent weaknesses of what
has variously been hailed as “an original, comprehensive, and profound treatise
on art worlds” and castigated as a “highly selective view of . .. an exciting and
important field that was [sadly] not better served by this author.”2!

White’s theories owe an obvious debt to both Becker and to the many
writers who have used a production-of-culture approach to understanding the
relationship between artists, artworks and the societies in which they arise. But
from the outset—and notwithstanding a chapter focused on the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood and the emergence of the English middle class — White distances
himself from Marxist scholars who see direct correlations between art and class
dynamics. Instead, (and here very much like Becker) he seems to place the
emphasis on social relationships in the mid-range scales of society, below that of
classes and class fractions (but allegedly as broad as gender categories), and
organizes his theory according to several specifically-updated coinages of terms
familiar from social psychology and literary analysis: identity, narrative, and

career; control, creativity, and dialogue.

2 Gene A. Fisher and Robert R. Faulkner writing in Contemporary Sociology, Volume 23, Issue 6
(Nov., 1994), pp 880-882; and Diana Crane writing in American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 100, no. 5
(March 1995), p. 1362-1363.
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The beginning of his Preface names White’s two basic themes: “1. The
shaping of identities — which includes celebrating and arguing for competing identities —
generates and energizes the arts. These identities are for groups —be they families
or clans or corporations or categories such as gender —more than they are
personal, even in our day. . .. 2. Particular artworks emerge from a dialogue between
artist and art world [emphasis in the original].”?? According to White, the
“shaping of identities” occurs via narrative, or stories recounted to “render a
description and/or celebrate an event,” sometimes in the form of an argument,
but only rising to his definition of “narrative” when the speaker makes specific
reference to a body of knowledge shared by and with his or her hearers:

Narration selects from a cultural palette according to social and
strategic context. Identities come with and by narration. When conceived
of as spread out over time, identities evoke narrations made up out of

stylized stories. An identity thus fleshed out over time is what we call a

career, constructed out of familiar stories.2

Though he does not reference the literature directly, when White moves
on to the next set of three terms, he relies heavily on well-established theories of
the interaction between social structure, positions within the structure, and the
negotiations and navigations of individual agents within both (cf. my discussion

of Giddens and Bourdieu, above); it is unclear, however, whether his addition of

a newly-revised vocabulary (including two “modes of narrative” and four

22 Harrison C. White, Careers and Creativity: Social Forces in the Arts (Boulder: Westview Press,
1993): p. xiii.
2 Ibid., p. 47.
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“senses of identity”) helps or hinders a reader’s understanding of the essential
points of the argument.* The first point is that “social life consists mainly in
routines that lock actors into various niches [control]. . . but each actor, some of
the time, tries for fresh action, for action that breaks the routines imposed by
ordinary social life [creativity].” White’s specific application of this idea to the
arts come from his contention that the arts represent an institutionalization of the
“cultural palette” from which actors draw their narrative conventions, and that
moments (or careers) of “creativity” are the means by which the palette is
expanded and enriched, or suited to a major structural change in society. He also
stresses that while “narrative creativity” arises from the “frictions and errors”
that occur as individuals move between and among the specific, often-competing
interpersonal contexts (the process which generates “identity in the fourth

sense”), “dialogue” with the codes and habits of a particular art world or worlds

2The lack of references makes it hard to tell if White has made a new argument or merely re-
packaged old ones. At least one reviewer seems to think his re-statements rise to the level of
synthesis: “White unites ideas about identity and narrative (which have been gaining currency in
other areas of sociology) with his previous contributions in the area of networks, markets, and
professions to derive a cohesive theory of the arts and society. In brief, his theory states that
identity formation is at the core of artistic production.” [Mabel Berezin in Social Forces, v76 n4
(June, 1998) p. 1571.] But Diana Crane, whose work on the avant-garde White does mention in
the text, has a rather less laudatory opinion: “Careers and Creativity provides a highly selective
view of the field using a writing style that is variously colloquial, patronizing, often abstruse, and
punctuated with lengthy quotations from other authors. The book contains many good ideas, but
too often they remain too abstract, in spite of copious examples, or insufficiently developed. . ..
At times, White appears to have set himself the task of creating a sociology of art, as if it did not
already exist. Sociological studies that would have illustrated the points he is making are often
ignored. The author invokes art-worlds and production-of-culture perspectives, but relevant
literature from these approaches is often ignored. . . . This is an approach one might have taken
20 years ago, but, given the extent of the development of the sociology of art since then, itis a
pity that an exciting and important field was not better served by this author. (Crane, pp. 1362-
1363.)
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is that form of narrative creativity which “calls forth” specific artworks.Z> From
this connection of individual identity-expression and the social organization that
supports and constrains artistic practice grows the centrality of the idea of
“career” in arts culture: works have careers in the sense arising out of a process
of self-identification and, over time, provenance; for artists, careers are narratives
that make connections between (make sense of) a series of artworks made over
time, and give a trajectory to future work, and are a record of the paths through
artworlds facilitated or hindered by other agents such as critics and dealers and
collectors. In sum, everybody has a story to tell, and artworks are the statements
that are used to tell the stories.

It may be that the specific benefit of White’s re-statement of key points in
the sociological study of art is just that—saying them in a different way for the
benefit of new readers. And there are instances in which his examples from
wide-ranging periods and genres lead to clear exposition of particular points or
main themes that are otherwise confusing; but despite (and in contradiction to) a
rather breathy back-cover accolade from cultural historian Paul DiMaggio, his at-
best idiosyncratic style of presentation is inconsistent with the goal of

demystifying the production of art and its ties to social power.26 But aside from

25 White, pp. 49-51.

2 In fact, the plethora of new terms and obscure writing style seem at odds with a book allegedly
intended as an introductory text. Daniel M. Fox finds that White’s tone “condescends even to the
student to whom” the book is directed [Society, vol. 33 no. 2 (Jan-Feb 1996) p. 87], while another
pair of reviewers attributes the dense writing to the book’s short(?) length: “Unfortunately, the
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problems of basic clarity, re-minting the terms of art agency obscures the fact that
White re-hashes the hardly-new narrative of avant-garde cultural nobility,
effectively re-mystifying some of the very categories he ought to be dismantling.
As he re-works the Pre-Raphaelites from various angles to get at the
connections between an evolving style and cultural change, placing the artists
firmly in their historical and material context to ward off the imposition of later
rationales for judgment of their art (like modern standards of beauty or
Modernist concepts of the avant-garde artist), White nevertheless writes them as
part of the teleology that posits that very same avant-garde artist as the highest
practitioner of the kind of narrative play and rupture by which he defines art,
itself. This is not to say he is not acutely aware of the importance of the re-
fashioning of the artist/intellectual as a creator and disseminator of an
independent (autonomous) cultural realm; in fact White calls it “a real coup to
establish the idea that a beholder could gain benefit in his or her own identity by
deferring to an artist’s expression of that artist's own identity. That is what the
avant-garde myth and the genius myth are really all about.”?” But in instances

both small and large, he gives evidence that he either believes the myth, or has

author’s decision to keep the book short produces an exposition of the argument that is so often
elliptical and incomplete that considerable effort is required to comprehend it. Despite the
endorsement on the book jacket referring to the author’s accessible style, this book is not
accessible.” (Gene A. Fisher and Robert R. Faulkner writing in Contemporary Sociology, Volume 23,
Issue 6 (Nov., 1994), pp 880-882).

Z White, p. 97.
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accepted that it is the highest, best, or most appropriate for the current epoch—
yet all without an explicit announcement of his naturalizing project.

The clearest examples come in the penultimate chapter, Professionals and
Publics, in which White directs his attention towards competition for recognition
and support among the “mosaic” of identities and the networks they form, and
develops his theory of the avant-garde as the institutionalization of genius.?
Having stated that “renewed obsession with identities” in America has led to a
multitude of specific “publics of recognition, . . . intertwined with lattices of
competing professionalisms under constructions by artists . . . and shaped by a
basic conflict over boundary between professional and amateur,” White spends
several pages tracing the idea of “part-time professionals,” to demonstrate that
making a living from one’s art is not necessarily the only measure of
commitment to being a professional artist. But why part-time artists who “turn
away from career and livelihood and conceive their production of art in terms of
shaping identities for themselves as well as others, be it as vocation or

avocation,”?? should be separated from the amateurs who pursue goals of “self-

28 White, p. 153: “Artists today seek and hope for creativity carried far enough even to be called
genius. . . . Through invoking it one does not need to deny either rule or creativity. Genius
provides narrative explanation and justification for transcending the paradox between
performance and standard. . . . Genius is a whole new narrative framework for style, in which
changes, even sudden and drastic, need not deny validity to what already exists. The genius
construct can be the core of a social institution as potent as guild or profession. The avant-garde
is the narrative for such an institution. . . .”

Ibid., p. 147-148. The various professionalisms discussed here are themselves subject to sorting,
according to the size and character of their publics, and the extent to which their work is

rr, 4

intended to be received “mainly among peers”: “professions jostle together into larger
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expression” is not fully clear until he elaborates his hierarchy of narrative self-
expression and view of painting and painters: “[All] painters are also geniuses
and members of the avant-garde. That is, all—scores of thousands of them —
conceive themselves, at their best moments as pressing forward the frontiers of
vision and concept, in opposition to some shadowy in-group called “the
establishment.””30 To be a painter in the fullest sense, whether full- or part-time,
means conceiving of oneself and one’s art in avant-garde terms, looking back
while looking forward within the master-narrative of modern art, and expressing
identities (even personally and idiosyncratically) in reference to that history.3
This peremptorily eliminates part-timers who don’t profess such goals as
amateurs, but also puts certain professionals in a second class as well, as White
carefully, subtly demonstrates in his contrasting descriptions of painters Richard
Bowman and “a young man [he] will call George Mitchell.”32

White’s account of Bowman's career is closely tied to himself, not just as a

teacher or scholar of art, but as a more active participant in the identity-forming

clusterings, which typically award highest prestige to those practitioners most removed from a
larger public.” This is no small point, (and exactly Bourdieu's description of the principle of
autonomous hierarchization) though White treats the matter as if it were a self-evidently natural
part of the production of art.

30 White, p. 154.

31 This is my central quarrel with White’s book: that he derails what good might come of re-
defining artistic creativity (and quality) according to the dynamics of identity formation (to
which could be added “in concrete historical, economic, and class contexts”) by using his nascent
theory to support well-worn patterns of ideological exclusion.

32 Ibid., p. 156.
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role of art—a “collector.”3* Thus, White tells the reader that he first encountered
Bowman/Bowman’s painting when “I bought a wonderful, large oil from
Bowman when he was my wife Cynthia’s teacher, evenings, in the Palo Alto art
league, ” and that his re-connection with the artist thirty-five years later was first
because the author was “on the trail of a new acquisition for myself,” and then
“because I suspected that Bowman could be portrayed as a lineal descendant of the
impressionists with their spotty, difficult careers. I was sure also that he was an
inheritor of the avant-gardism that their revolution created [emphasis added].”
In other words, the narrative we get from White about Bowman is as much about
White’s identity and “art” as a scholar/critic and collector of avant-garde art as it
about Bowman'’s professional history: academic training in Chicago, a fellowship
in rural Mexico, then intermittent contact and a few prestigious gallery shows
with Abstract Expressionist luminaries, and finally successive short-term
teaching posts and fellowships, by and large without commercial success despite
(because of) his “forty-odd years painting out the implications of a vision.”
White portrays Bowman as the perfect disinterested avant-garde artist (“so

original a painter”), making concessions in how he lived, but never abandoning

33 The idea of the collector as distinct from an art buyer is an important one in avant-garde arts
culture and is riddled with both practical and ideological implications I will address in due
course. The principal distinction (which White dutifully describes in the section following his
comparison of painters) is the attribution to the collector a “narrative creativity” analogous to that
of artists, which lifts their purchases and agency out of the realm of commerce and into the realm
of culture. The implications of the idea that some people possess a rare and “natural” ability to
recognize and judge artistic quality gets a rather more elegant (and skeptical) teasing out in
Sally Price’s chapter “The Mystique of Connoisseurship,” in her Primitive Art in Civilized Places
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001)..
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the mythic role White has written for him. And when White says of the artist’s
work, “Stunning as they were, many others [besides the one purchased by
White] of Bowman's canvases in 1957 were hard to conceive living with in one’s
home. Such canvases could best play their avant-garde role through exhibits,”
he emphasizes that the painting is an intensely personal narrative (of the painter
made available to the collector) and activates the anti-domestic bias to
simultaneously elevate his own “eye” (we’ll have it in our house) while affirming
that Bowman'’s work is not decorative, but suited to advance public culture. 34

Now compare both content and tone in White’s description of “a younger
American painter, call him George Mitchell, [who] has aimed to make painting
his business as well as his career.” In case the reader missed the first
announcement that he would be using a pseudonym (“a young man I will call
George Mitchell,” from three pages earlier), White reiterates that he is using one
here; but are we to believe he does so to “protect the innocent” or the guilty? He
continues:

Ilearned much watching George, a student early on in my
sociology of art courses at Harvard. Mitchell, unlike Bowman, has a
livelihood as well as a career, of that he made sure. To these ends George,

who was very intelligent, meticulously planned, was disciplined in
production, and was attentive to the gods of foundations as well as

3¢ White, p. 156. (all citations this paragraph) Other aspects of White's avant-garde ballad include
its beginning (“Onslow Ford had, back in Mexico, spotted the moment of Richard’s maturing an
original vision.” (p. 157) ) and the certification that Bowman’s project was expressly
communicative, tirelessly pursued: “Bowman’s primary narrative is in and of his works.
Creativity Bowman did have. It welled forth in series after series, with as many as one hundred
per series, mostly of oils, large canvases as often as small” (p. 158).
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commerce. His choice of this liberal arts college, even though it offered
only makeshift provision for studio instruction, was unusual. It was an
early career calculation.?
The vocabulary White uses here is hardly neutral. Contrasted to Bowman’s
almost haphazard (i.e., not orchestrated) sequence of career events and positions,
White describes Mitchell’s path as coolly “calculated,” down to a college choice
he must have made when a seventeen-year-old. Even his choice of medium is
the result of market analysis, rather than passion or specific talent, and described
by White as a “key” which Mitchell could “keep turning,” rather like an
experimental rat (albeit a “clever” one) presses a lever for food or other reward:
Mitchell’s particular key, which Bowman never turned, was
multiple-impressions art, that is, engravings and prints and all their
varied progeny. Mitchell often crossed such work with collage and such.
Often there would be clever ways to add a touch of handwork to each in a
series of prints, increasing their value.?¢
The implication here is that the “touch of handwork” is ersatz
personalization — making “singular” what is by its very nature a multiple (i.e.,
not original) work. But this is consistent with the artists’ program, since while
still an undergraduate, we are told, he was “exquisitely crafting sets for selling,
perhaps to dentists’ offices,” later expanded to include “suites and corridors . . .
lobbies of banks and major businesses” (emphasis added). Mitchell was focused

on the “more reliable path for a visual artist to good livelihood within this huge

economy, [which is] fastening on as a component in the production process for

35White, p. 159.
36 Ibid.
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finished space. Such catered space is by far more for business than for home.” If
painting for the home is a suspect market, at least it still has the potential for the
personal narrative of the artist to speak to or for the buyer (collector); painting
for a market of corporate lobbies and dentist’s offices seems here like an abyss of
impersonalism, despite (because of?) its identity as savvy business practice. Yet
again, that is the contrast White draws between Mitchell (“with looks and charm
to spare. . . a performer, a formalist, able to offer what fits”) and Bowman
(“himself an awkward bear of a man, gripped by a master narrative, his vision of
the master narrative of our time, science”): impersonal reportage (White's
“narrative of the first mode”) vs. identity (“narrative of the second mode”). And
though White says that Mitchell’s calculated use of hand finished multiples can
“remind us” of Monet’s practice of staging series of works, he does not actually
equate the two artists, since it is clear that the former lacks the latter’s original
“genius.” %7

Finally, then, White chooses to present the two artists as a pair of binary
opposites in terms of purity of artistic goals and practice. He goes on to
reproduce the most basic and trite kind of comparison of a “scientist painter,” a
struggling but pure and gifted genius with a singular, original vision (which also
happens to be the “master-narrative” of our time) against a “business painter,”

who despite skill and uniformly high quality of craftsmanship lacks a real soul of

White, p. 159-161.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



58

art— that spark of narrative creativity expressed as genius. White claims that
“we should of course be on guard against the avant-garde tendency toward
caricaturing any artist, Mitchell or Bowman, as being either wholly pure or
wholly crass, wholly maverick or wholly conforming,”38 but he does not then
actually follow up by asserting that the two painters are anything more than the
caricatures that he has presented. Instead, the repeated verbal wink to the
reader, pointing out that “George Mitchell” is the one, single, and only artist to
whom he feels the need to give a pseudonym, invites the reader to agree that
even “George Mitchell,” himself, would likely recognize that he is a “hack” or
“sell-out.” White seems to be displaying a certain smug knowledge in
identifying him as such, but also to be saying, “he plays the game well, so I'm not
going to give it away for him.” By contrast, the image of Bowman that emerges
from his account is right out of the (this?) textbook for avant-garde artists:
internally-driven, moved by a “master-narrative,” noticed by a few fellow
insiders who understand his pure impulse and even “spot the moment of [his]
maturing an original vision.” The point here is not just that the two seem to be
caricatures, but that White’s claimed attention to the subtleties of narrative and
the interconnections and slippages between the multiplicity of artworlds is belied
by what is little more than a re-packaging of old categories in new wrappers.

Again, Bourdieu’s description of the field of culture as rhetorically organized by

38 White, p. 162.
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the relationship between opposing poles rings true; as does Zolberg’s statement

of the necessity for critical circumspection.
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CHAPTER II:

Views from the Field

[D]ecorators, or “swatch people,” . . . have no interest in developing a collection
as a personal aesthetic statement and are not involved in the contemporary visual art
world. They buy art as part of their decorating scheme, and their connection to the local
art world consists of sporadic purchases of art as part of redecoration activities.”

— Stuart Plattner, High Art Down Home, p. 140.

Any scholarly understanding of what art does in contemporary culture
that seeks to go beyond the practice of attributing transcendent autonomy to
“great” works of art and making the identification of such “greatness” a primary
goal must take into account the following: the relations between social actors, the
physical objects themselves (because those objects are both the visible traces of
social relations and tools by which relational connections are traced), and finally,
not just the figurative “terrain of art,” but the concrete physical spaces in which
both social patterns and material objects are made and displayed. Admittedly,
putting all these elements together is no easy task. Unfortunately, recent book-
length works on the subject— while adding pieces to the puzzle of understanding
contemporary art—have therefore only given us a piecemeal account of patterns

in our “national” arts culture and (even more troubling) of even local contexts as
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well. In this chapter, I'll continue to examine the difficulties of writing about
contemporary art by looking at two field-work-based studies, while leading the
discussion towards the historical context of biases against women's and

decorative art, in particular.

Art in Houses

One of but a few book-length works published in the last decade in this
area, David Halle’s Inside Culture: Art and Class in the American Home (1993) has
much to offer from the standpoint of intellectual aims and methodology, yet in
its attempt to apply some empirical rigor to research on art in real-world settings,
the author leaves out much of the complexity of art as a cultural practice that
bridges public and private discursive fields. Art worlds figure hardly at all in his
study —and artworks as objects with physical (and symbolic or emotional)
trajectories through cultural space barely any more —because his focus is on
drawing conclusions about broad cultural trends and conditions (housing, the
state of the family, race relations, etc.) that can be identified by looking at the
subjects of displayed artworks. And with an eye towards art theorists of all
stripes, he goes so far as to deny the widespread significance of tastes in art as a
meaningful marker of class difference.

At its heart, Halle’s book has the populist aim of countering theories that

stress the relative unimportance of the public as a source of cultural meaning and
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interpretive schemes for art; to do so he correctly tries to move the study of art
from public spaces to the private ones of the domestic scene, and turn the
reader’s ear from the strident voices of arts and culture professionals to the more
subtle murmurings of everyday Americans. He begins the book with the
observation that,

For every period except the modern, we look at art in the context in which

it was displayed and viewed. . . . What about the context of modern

Western art? Since the waning of the Middle Ages that context has been,

increasingly, the private house. Think, for instance, of paintings.

Certainly in the last 150 years the majority of paintings have been

originally purchased by individuals who wish to hang them in their

homes. Yet there are few studies of paintings in this context.!

One might think, then, that the idea of “art” as it is understood by the
residents of the more than 160 houses he sampled in and around New York City
would be a focus of his research; in fact, his purpose was slightly different. Halle
was after “art” as an example of cultural production, the meanings of which
many of the most influential scholars have suggested are established and
controlled by elites of one sort or another. Halle wanted to demonstrate that the
public plays an active and independent role in such meaning creation, often
using cultural forms in other ways and to express different social realities than
those approved by the so-called forces of domination, and in such ways that such

alternative uses can have effects in the production cycles of those very cultural

forms (like art):

1 David Halle, Inside Culture: Art and Class in the American Home (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1993): pp. 1-2.
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Analyses of modern art and culture that consider only the artists
and the critics and the forces that motivate them are inevitably
incomplete. What is missing is the audience—a theory of what accounts
for the popularity of certain styles with an audience, for in the end few
artists work in a vacuum for themselves alone, without regard to the
reception of their work. . .. Above all, what is lacking is an understanding
of art and cultural items in the audience’s own terrain, namely the social
life, architecture, and surroundings of the house and neighborhood.

As one model, Halle names the work of T.J. Clark and Robert Herbert on
the role of 19th-century suburbanization in the development of Impressionism
and modernism, noting their attention to “forms of dwelling and modes of
transportation to reach those dwellings.” He goes on to suggest that the
accelerated pace of suburbanization in America during the 20t century may have
similar influences on art of this period; but to find out, Halle argues, “we need
not only to focus on the suburban context of most modern life but also to enter
the houses themselves, look at a range of trends in addition to suburbanization,
and link the art and culture within to the social life of the house and its
neighborhood context.”® A point to make however, is that Impressionism didn’t
just arrive in the private salons of the Paris Bourgeoisie unannounced or
unbidden, it was articulated as a style by the artists and critics themselves, who
were just as steeped in the experiences of suburbanizing Paris as were the
“audience.” Nevertheless, Halle describes the seeming disconnect between, on

one hand, contemporary art, criticism, and theory as it has grown since the early

days of Modernism, and, on the other hand, the experiences of Americans not

2 Halle,, p. 3.
3 Ibid., p 4.
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obviously involved in the arts, expressed as an unacceptable degree of privilege
given to the opinions of artists and critics in previous writing about what art
means and how it means it, whether that writing emerges from the institutions of
high art itself or from social theorists trying to understand the relationships of
cultural power.

None other than Howard S. Becker, author of Art Worlds gives Halle credit
specifically for having debunked both humanist mystifications and the “cultural
capital” theories advanced by Bourdieu and other writers on class and cultural
formations by demonstrating that most people — from the urban working-class to
suburban middle-class, and even the Manhattan elite — display art “for rather
Philistine reasons, more than half {of upper class members] explaining that the
[even abstract] paintings are decorative and suit the other furnishings of the
house.”* To Becker, “this is a book which should have been written a long time
ago,” since despite various studies of material culture that sought to understand
the link between class and tastes in household objects, no one has “paid serious
attention to the art people have in their homes as art” 5 (emphasis in the original).

Moreover, to Becker, Halle ultimately uses his fieldwork,

4 Howard S. Becker, in Contemporary Sociology, Vol. 23 (6), November 1994: p. 882. Halle makes
the important point that European class identities should not be equated too directly with those
on this side of the Atlantic, since they are more well-defined than American ones, having much
longer histories. However, his reading of Bourdieu focuses exclusively on the work on European
museum publics and taste (Distinction and The Love of Art), rather than on the more elaborate but
also more far-reaching explanations of the inter-relation between the structures, agents and forms
of cultural production which have been so helpful to the framing of this dissertation.

5 Ibid. In addition to Becker —and whose work on the meaning of household objects was
mentioned by Becker in his review — Eugene Rochberg-Halton wrote a review of Inside Culture in
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to test the three most common theories in the role of art and culture
in class politics, and finds the theories deficient. Veblen’s vision of art as
pure status symbol, the Frankfort school’s description of it as an
instrument of ideological domination wielded by corporate capitalism,
Bourdieu’s theory of art as a form of “cultural capital,” possession of
which determines access to the dominant classes —all failed to make sense
of what Halle has found out about the art people have in their homes. He
is most critical of the idea of cultural capital.
... What Halle suggests, in their place, is a notion of the public as active
participants in the art-making process, actors whose tastes are not coerced
by the objects presented to them by artists and art mavens, but whose
choices in fact have some effect on what those people do. He has made
that case.”®

But has he, really? What Becker finds to be the most sweeping point of
Halle’s work is made rather more clearly in Becker’s own work than in Inside
Culture, itself. This is not really an indictment of Becker’s motives —since we are
all drawn to those features of others’ scholarship that seem to bolster our own
hypotheses —but it is a suggestion that Becker’s view of Halle’s data through the
lens of his own well-founded belief in the centrality of social networks in the
meaning of art has artificially intensified the vividness of Halle’s picture of the

connection between art makers and art buyers. In fact, it is Halle’s singular lack

which he similarly (but more accurately, I think) highlights elements of Halle’s work that are
parallel to his own work on the construction of self as mediated by personal objects and
surroundings. Hence, “[Halle] amply demonstrates that the American home is an ongoing show-
and-tell of the beliefs of its inhabitants, revealing the myriad influences —conscious and
unconscious, conventional and personal — that make up the meanings of art and the seif.”
(American Journal of Sociology, volume 100, issue 4 (Jan. 1995): 1068-9.) Interestingly, his take on
Halle’s engagement with art and culture theorists is less hyperbolic (“Halle is not saying bye-bye
Bourdieu, farewell Frankfort, and so-long to status-striving theories of culture so much as
insisting that culture is more fluid and multidetermined than these theories usually admit.”) than
either Becker’s or the dust-jacket endorsement of fellow Columbia sociologist (of art) Harrison
White (“Civilization thematics — suburbanization, fragile intimacy, and audience resonance as
shaper— persuasively peripheralize Bourdieu and, especially, Frankfort on social class. . .” from
the back flap).

6 Becker (1994), p. 882.
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of attention to the specific social and interpersonal relationships implied (and
occasionally mentioned outright) in his interviews that is his book’s greatest
weakness. To the contrary of Becker’s perceptions, when respondents mentioned
that the works under discussion were made by someone the owner knew, Halle
usually passed up the opportunity to analyze the connection in any depth. In
several cases, paintings by family members — the interviewee’s daughter, or
wife— offered a chance to look at family relationships as the impetus for bringing
art into one’s home and the connections between the home and the public world
of art, especially when the work’s apparent skillfulness indicates training, if not
professional standing as an artist.”

In his chapter on landscape, Halle mentions the one clearly class-related
difference between the percentage of home-owners from each sample area who
knew the identity of the person who created the art in their homes; whereas 64%
of wealthy individuals knew this information, Halle tells us that only 6% and
12% of residents in each of the two the working-class neighborhoods studied
knew, “and in almost all of these cases that was because the artist was a relative

or friend of the artist.”8 On the other end of the economic scale from the

7In a Greenpoint living room is a landscape, painted by the adult daughter of the residents. It
depicts the scenery around their vacation cabin in upstate New York.”(not pictured) [Halile, p.74.]
and “There is only one landscape in this [Manhattan] house that refers to the current period. It
was painted by the wife and is a beach scene of contemporary France, without figures (fig. 38).”
The next work mentioned by Halle is also the work of the wife, a photo “of the view from their
Cape Cod vacation house and contains no figures, just two tiny speed-boats (fig. 40).” The beach
scene illustrated by fig. 39 is in a technically-proficient photorealist style with abstract
compositional elements vying with the literal subject for importance. (both Halle, p. 76).

8 Ibid., p. 80.
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working-class homes in which residents’ family relations seem to be the only (not
to say unimportant) direct connection to art producers, Halle gives an example
from Manhattan that seems to be another obvious link between the private world
of art and the art market: Halle is told that the owner of a painting by Helen
Frankenthaller knows the famous artist. Again, the author does not pursue
whether it is the friendship or the fame of the artist or both that the owner finds
worth mentioning, or what role the friendship had in bringing the painting into
the house.® It is ironic that a study which advances a hypothesis about the
fragility of contemporary family relationships based on the representational
content of the artworks observed gives such short shrift to the relationships
implied and embodied by the actual and specific art objects themselves.

The interrogation of art objects within contemporary houses is certainly a
worthwhile and necessary approach (and forms the fieldwork backbone of my
own study), but without attention to those just-as-pertinent interpersonal
connections, Halle’s formulation of the relationship between the material
conditions of society and representations of those conditions lacks a clear
channel through which different priorities of desires are expressed and

communicated between individuals or groups:

9 Halle, p. 131. What we do not learn from Halle is whether the percentage of the wealthy who
knew the artist personally (whether family or friend) was comparable to that in the working-class
neighborhoods. From his descriptions alone one would deduce that the personal connection
between homeowner and artist was even more common (important?) among the professional
classes.
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I do not suggest, in this study, that the audience “creates” new
meaning in the way than an individual artist creates a new work. ButIdo
suggest that many meanings emerge or crystallize in the context of the
setting in which the audience views the works (house, neighborhood, and
the family and social life woven therein); ... and that these new meanings
then have an impact on twentieth-century elite and popular cultural
history via people’s “demand” for certain kinds of art and cultural items
that are suitable repositories for these meanings.10
Halle’s efforts are to discredit theories that artists and their agents

determine meaning, while returning some credit to contemporary audiences for
not only making their own use of art, but also influencing the creation of works
that satisfy their desires for cultural expression. But exactly how the audience
and producers communicate in the market remains ill-defined, a point suggested
by the author’s use of quotations marks around both “create” and “demand” in
the paragraph above. Lacking an answer, we are left to presume some sort of
insulating “cultural airlock” through which art objects are passed from maker to
buyer, and from studio to living room, a model that reproduces an artificial
dichotomy between the production and consumption sides of the market and
blunts Halle’s critique even as he takes his fellow social scientists to task for their
lopsided understanding of the flows of cultural meaning. Yet both “create” and
“demand” are fairly literal versions of what can (and does) happen in local
settings, in rhetorical and concrete transactions. In banishing purveyors of

“official” art ideology (because there has been too much said about them

already) he misses the part of the meaning of “art” that is constructed through

10 Halie, p. 11.
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public and private discourse about art as a cultural category; he also misses the
part of the audience’s influence on the market that is exerted by engaging with it
via expressions of the audience’s own ideas of what art is (or is not), in reactions
to media coverage of the subject, for instance. Even more important than these
“public” conversations, though —and emerging most organically from the very
ground of which Halle speaks— are the interventions generated when members
of the audience enter the marketplace of ideas and objects directly, through their
own creative work, or by engaging with (buying, hanging, discussing) the
creative work of family, friends, or other persons known to them. Producers—
whether artists or critics —must come from somewhere, after all. In the end, and
despite Becker’s approbation, Halle doesn’t tell us much about art as a cultural
category or practice at all, but uses art to make some interesting conjectures
about features of contemporary American life as they are played out in and

around the home.1!

11 That there is a correlation between the suburbanization of American life (through which even
small urban backyards have transformed into private “landscapes of leisure”) and the calm,
“depopulated landscape” that is the kind of painting he found to be predominant in all classes of
homes studied is probably his central point, used to bolster the overarching argument against
top-down theories of art’s meaning. Linking such imagery to the “common modern orientation
toward nature— to the countryside and the shore—as scenery to drive past, whether as commuter
or tourist, or as the arena for trips and leisure” (Halle, p. 71), preferably enjoyed in solitude or in
the company of close companions, Halle footnotes various art historians who have also traced the
origins of landscape paintings to the leisurely “mode of living” of its patrons. Also interesting are
parts of his argument that the decline of the formal portrait and the proliferation of family photos
indicate a changed outlook on what aspects of personal identity are thought to be most
important, and how those should be displayed. While some of his evidence supports his
empbhasis on the “fragility of the modern family” (an 8-panel multiple portrait of one family was
reduced to six panels after a divorce, when the wife removed the two images of herself from the
two each of her husband and daughters, p. 112), his data on multiple-photo displays in particular
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Yet even this goal is not immune from problems: extrapolating a “typical”
American home from Halle’s selection of several admittedly-diverse
communities in and around New York City suggests that the study is at once too
specific and too generalized to be definitive statement about art and class in “the
American home.” While Halle makes a reasonable assertion that New York’s
status as the center of the world art market should mean that metropolitan
residents can be expected to have been exposed to more than their fair share of
official art culture, and so make a perfect sample against which to test whether
those top-down cultural values actually penetrate the spaces of the home, in
some ways his argument about the suburbanization connection is limited by (or
perhaps should be explicitly periodized with reference to) the ages of the
suburbs studied — the most recent being developed in the 1950s and 1960s.
Common desires for personalized leisure space notwithstanding,
suburbanization is not a seamless or undifferentiated process, and it has
progressed at different paces and with different results in different regions and
specific locales, especially as coupled with the cycles of “re-urbanization” (a.k.a.,
gentrification) that have occurred in the past forty years, and the emergence of
such new quasi-urban forms as the “edge city.” Just as Impressionism and
Modernism emerged with the specific geographical transformations of Paris after

the middle of the 19t century, the changing and regionally-specific characters of

could as easily be interpreted as suggesting an understanding of the contemporary “self” as an
on-going and ever-changing entity.
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contemporary “suburban” domesticity have their own visual logics which
should not be glossed over in the search for a generalizable thesis addressing
imagery in the home.?

Perhaps Halle’s work has been original enough to the field and his
conclusions defined broadly enough that over-simplification of the complexity of
contemporary cultural (even suburban) geography along with the omission of
the agency of people who create and distribute the artworks at which he looked
are little more than quibbles. Despite its shortcomings, Inside Culture still
represents an important piece of the puzzle that is the contemporary meaning of
“art”; and if it did nothing else besides helping to restore the private home as an
arena for art that is worthy of intellectual consideration it would have made a
significant contribution. Nevertheless, I am reminded of Zolberg's call for a

more complex kind of sociology of art and her specifically-appropriate

12 Halle frequently cites Kenneth Jackson’s Crabgrass Frontier, the Suburbanization of America
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985) as a source on the dynamics of suburbanization and
twice (in footnotes) credits Sharon Zukin’s Loft Living Culture and Capitol in Urban Change (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers U. Press, 1989) for its exploration of the cultural and economic dynamics
of the redevelopment—initially by artists — of New York’s SoHo district. Zukin’s work describes
a wholly-different relationship between art and domesticity than does Halle’s, one in which an
‘aesthetic’ is more clearly and instrumentally tied to a transformed material (formerly industrial)
environment. One text that address more recent transformations in the patterns and linkages
between residential and commercial development, and on larger scales, is Joel Garreau’s Edge
Cities: Life on the New Frontier (New York: Doubleday, 1991). Another particularly evocative
study of the connection between art, suburbia, and conditions of post-modernity is The Written
Suburb, John Dorst’s “post-ethnography,” of the Brandywine River/Chadd’s Ford region of
Pennsylvania, which is intimately associated with the Wyeth family of painters. Yet some of the
sharpest insights into how the broad cultural patterns of the post-modern West are inscribed on
and in contemporary American homes--particularly with reference to artworks as integral parts
of domestic space—are delivered almost incidentally by Denis Wood and Robert Beck in their Home
Rules (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), which links a very localized and codified
spatial practice (the rules of Woods” own house) to an ever-widening series of socio-familial,
geographic, and economic contexts.
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admonition not to let the art and artists be lost in the sociological scale of the

research.

Art in the Provinces

In my search for models of work which can deepen our understanding of
the contemporary state of the arts (especially in “non-elite” settings that seem the
sites most likely to display the nature of bourgeois art), I have sought to
emphasize two broad areas: first, the extent to which such works” methodologies
admit and set out to describe the complexity of how people experience artworks
(from creation to consumption) by attention to both the works themselves as
physical objects located in successive specific and concrete spaces, and also to the
myriad actors required to make a market as they negotiate their various positions
in social and cultural space; second, the extent to which questions of value
embedded in the complexity of a market are addressed directly and with (self-
yawareness of the writers’ own place in the structures of cultural hierarchy. If
Halle’s work falls short in the first area by looking at only the domestic “final
context” of an all-inclusive set of artworks, Stuart Plattner’s High Art Down Home:
An Economic Ethnography of a Local Art Market (1996) fails primarily in the second,
as he goes to the other extreme by focusing so explicitly on anti-domestic avant-
garde ideology that he takes its mystifications and definitions at face value, even

when his own research seems to suggest other conclusions than those he draws
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about the contradictory relationship between avant-garde and “decorative” art,
between the high-art market and the world of ordinary commerce.

Like Halle, Plattner sought to bring the methods of social science research
to bear on the meanings of art, emphasizing the roles of relationships and explicit
expressions of cultural values in a research locale (St. Louis, Missouri) which by
its remoteness from New York nevertheless similarly highlights New York’s
centrality to American art culture. As “ethnography” in the title announces,
Plattner’s study centers on in-depth interviews with local informants, set against
a background of the specific economic and social landscape. He sets as the key
problem to be studied the question of how artists cope with tne central
contradictions of the “high-art” market: the fact that valuation of the artworks
seems not to be based on rational market principles nor on obvious or widely
agreed-upon standards of quality, and that the artist him- or herself must try to
make a living from art while simultaneously denying an economic motive in
doing so. This second aspect, especially, is an ideological one, going directly to
the heart of “high-art” culture, and Plattner makes individuals” negotiations with
each other and the market in light of that ideology the center of his analysis.
Furthermore, he argues that St. Louis is a “provincial” art center representative
of art worlds across the United States that have in common both cultural and
geographic remoteness from New York, and a resultant inferiority complex

described as “cultural cringe”:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



74

Art created in a regional market, “not in New York,” (or “not in

Paris,” or “not in London”), suffers a devaluation of its perceived quality

at home, independently of the objective qualities of the work, simply

because it is not in a hegemonic center. . . . This is the situation for most
art market actors all across the country, if not the world, and the material
in this book can be generalized to all such representative communities
wherever they exist.” [emphasis in the original}1?

Though Plattner’s strategy of conducting interviews with locals in situ in
studios and galleries is similar to Halle’s fieldwork technique, Plattner’s
ethnographic mindset is clearly different from that of a sociologist, and the two
authors’ aims and perspectives are almost diametrically opposed. Where Halle
sought to demystify art and question the values of avant-garde culture, Plattner
seeks to explore and explain the intricacies of that same culture, and show the
difficulty of operating within its bounds. Where Halle proposed to demonstrate
that avant-garde ideology was meaningless to and exerted no influence on a
majority of people who experienced art in their homes, Plattner sought to show
that the ideology is anything but irrelevant, and that its expression in St. Louis
illustrates the repressive hegemony of the New York-centered avant-garde art
world. And though Halle seems to have relished an iconoclast’s identification
with his everyday subjects, he nevertheless held up the ideal of statistical
detachment and random samples as the basis for his hypotheses; Plattner, in
contrast, pursues the ethnographer’s goal of understanding the local arts culture

as a coherent whole — complete with boundaries of in- and exclusion policed by

the members of the community, themselves —by immersing himself in it. In this

13 Plattner, p. 3.
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case, those boundaries also equate to what/who is covered and what/who is not,
and come into play almost immediately, with the locals getting from Plattner,
himself, more than a little help in guarding the walls. Plattner depends largely
on his own knowledge and perceptions of the specific scene, and makes no bones
about self-selecting whom to study:

The set of sixty-five artists interviewed, selected from a list of
approximately eight hundred in St. Louis (see chap. 4), is heavily
weighted toward the fine-art and professional artist end of the spectrum —
which I call avant-garde. 1did not draw a random sample because I
already knew the important types to interview, and I wanted to interview
the representative, interesting individuals among those types.... A
random sampling would focus much more on hobbyists, craftspersons,
and on designers and commercial artists, since they form a much larger
part of the total than is represented here. [emphasis in the original] 4
In his preface, he indicates his own art high-art training and — through his

wife and many artist friends - continued connection to the field of art, and
perhaps it is his being so steeped in them that he is able to give so thorough an
account of the values of the avant-garde; yet this is but one of several instances in
which Plattner’s position vis-a-vis the ideology he describes is curiously unclear.
Is this merely a faithful description of the culture he studies, with judgment
withheld? This would be consistent with the traditional expectation that the

ethnographer’s job is to provide unbiased observation, but that is a difficult task

14 Plattner, p. xi. According to the author, his general knowledge of ‘who is who’ in the market
was based on having lived in it for 14 years ending in 1985, during which time his wife, a
professional artist (of the avant-garde variety), taught at Washington University while also
exhibiting and lecturing at local galleries and museums. The research was conducted during her
visiting professorship in 1992, when he elicited information from trusted (elite) actors in the
market about which artists met his criteria. (p. x.)
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to carry out immersed in one’s own culture, and there is (surprisingly) no explicit
announcement that such detachment was his starting point. To the contrary, he
is clearly sympathetic, if not empathetic with the struggles of the artists he
studied. And if his work is a critique, then it is only a partial one: as he discusses
the difficulties most artists have of surviving under avant-gardism’s rules and
the way that his few examples of artists that operate outside its bounds are
subject to scorn from those within, the ramifications of this ideology for the
(re)production of cultural power and prestige even within the local community
and at the local scale are treated as a permanent, perhaps necessary feature of the
“artist’s social compact.” In fact, Plattner’s most effective piece of supporting
evidence that the ideology he describes is hegemonic —repressive, yet
“naturalized” in cultural discourse to the extent that those oppressed are
implicated in their own subjugation—is his tacit acceptance of its values, himself.
On the other hand, it is also precisely because Plattner seems to completely
identify with the “autonomous” artist/intellectual’s worldview (while still
aspiring to the ethnographer’s objective viewpoint) that his is such an accurate —
not to say complete — portrait of it. At least as important as what he says about
the avant-garde art market is what he does not say, for his omissions are avant-

gardism’s deliberate occlusions. 15

15In this regard, Plattner is nothing less than the voice of what Bourdieu has described as the
“autonomous principle of hierarchization” within the field of cultural production. In fact,
Plattner’s work is an exquisite example of the kind of linkage that exists between intellectual
literature of art— whether from humanist critics or social scientists—and the avant-garde
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One of the most obvious (and obviously ideological) omissions from his
study is that of anything more than cursory attention to the role decorators and
designers play in the market. Plattner’s study involved interviews with about
135 people involved with the St. Louis art market, almost half (65) of the
interviews being of artists, the rest made up of art dealers, collectors, and local
museum staff and academic faculty, with some overlap between these groups;
but significantly, not a single decorator or designer was cited, despite their
obvious (from Plattner’s own text, even) contribution to the market in economic
terms. Granted, his stated goal was to compose from these interviews not only a
picture of the complexities and contradictions of the business of art, but also to
articulate the system of boundaries and categories that comprise the avant-garde
worldview; but in this case, the avant-garde categories and boundaries he
articulates (and accepts at face value) preclude an accurate or full picture of the
concrete market itself, much less its cultural complexities and contradictions. He
rightly (if seldom critically) states that the rules by which artworks’ or artists’
status within or without those boundaries are constantly in flux, and that there

was not always even agreement among his interviewees as to who was in which

“audience,” including the traditionally-defined ‘producers’ of art, the artists: “Critics serve their
readerships so well only because the homology between their position in the intellectual field and
their readership’s position within the dominant-class field is the basis of an objective connivance .
. . which means that they most sincerely, and therefore most effectively, defend the ideological
interests of their clientele when defending their own interests as intellectuals against their specific
adversaries, the occupants of opposing positions in the field of production.” [Bourdieu (1993),
pp- 94-95.] It is precisely because Plattner “serves his readership well” that his study and his
claims about art bear the close examination that follows in the next few pages.
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camp; but there was apparently no equivocation or confusion as to the status of
decorators:

Interior designers decorate their client’s walls with art the same
way that they help choose furniture. Their status in the art world, where
decorative often means an insult, is fairly low. A dealer offered his opinion
of designers: ‘designers are evil, hateful people. Write that in your notes.’
His contempt was not for their aesthetic taste, but for their business
practices.16
Here both Plattner and his quoted source are speaking specifically of

professional designers and decorators, and the “business practice” in question is
claiming a percentage of sales from the gallery to a client, even if they were not
directly involved in selecting the artwork — a practice the author elsewhere
equates with dealer’'s own claims on artists’ studio sales.l” According to

Plattner, in these cases, “dealers may pay the requested commission to forestall

the designer’s influencing the buyer or spreading rumors that the dealer does not

16 Plattner, p. 162 Despite Plattner’s confirmation that the dealer’s primary claim against
decorators had nothing to do with aesthetics and everything to do with business practices, this is
only true because Plattner and the culture for which he speaks deny that decorators have a
meaningful aesthetic —or perhaps more accurately, claim that there is no meaningful difference
between the decorators’ ‘aesthetic’ and the values that drive their business practices, on one
hand, and their sofa-matching consumerism, on the other. Whether this categorization is true is,
in part, the subject of this dissertation. ,

17 “The designers’ claim that they deserve a share of the deal because their advice legitimized the
client’s purchase is analogous to the dealer’s claims that they deserve a share of the artist’s studio
sales because the gallery connection legitimized the value of the artist's work. In both cases, the
claim is that the legitimization of value, and not the direct market search and choice leading to
the sale, deserves the financial reward” (Platiner, p. 162). The point is made even more forcefully
in the Conclusion: “Dealers claim that the gallery’s affiliation give the artist status in the local
market, which enables the sale even though the dealer was uninvolved with the specific
transaction. Similarly, designers or interior decorators may claim a share of a sale by a gallery
directly to a client, even though the designer may never have seen the artwork until it appeared
in the client’s home. Their logic is that the designer, as aesthetic advisor to the client, legitimizes
(and allows to stand) the purchase, even after the fact. Thus dealers are hoist [sic] with their own
profit-sharing petards.” (Ibid., p. 198)
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cooperate with designers, which could hurt their business” [emphasis added].18
From this and other statements, it is clear that designers constitute a significant
part of the sales generated in (even) the avant-garde market of St. Louis, and one
that dealers can not afford to ignore; Plattner provides no information about the
numbers or kinds or hierarchies of designers in the market, much less their
opinions of the moral fiber of dealers. If we are to understand this study as an
economic ethnography, one wonders what methodological rationale excuses the
exclusion of this clearly-influential set of market actors. Moreover, while this
specific instance refers to interior design professionals, by and large the term
“decorators” is used in the interviews in a much more inclusive and expansive
way, meaning anyone who is not recognized as adhering to the accepted norms
of the avant-garde value system, but who still buys art in the marketplace,
whether for clients or for themselves. Decorators in this second sense are not just
a part of the market— in the aggregate they constitute its majority:

Several dealers characterized their buyers as either serious,
meaning that they collected art with an aesthetic strategy and an
appreciation of art-historical issues, or as decorators, meaning that they
needed something to decorate their room, to go with their new couch or
carpet. These latter were contemptuously described as “swatch people”;
they arrived at the gallery with a sample swatch of upholstery material to
make sure the colors matched. All dealers complained that serious

collectors were too rare [and one “high end” dealer described his clientele
as], “primarily people who are decorating their homes and looking for

18 Plattner, p. 162.
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something pretty over the couch. That’s what our business mostly is,
people who come in with swatches.1®

Avant-garde ideology as proffered by Plattner claims that the role of
market forces and activities in the world of high art is intrinsically paradoxical
(and irrelevant to the production of meaning), and its adherents go to great
lengths to minimize or rationalize its apparent influence and importance; thus,
they would see no logical discontinuity in discounting the actions of a majority of
market participants whose claim to consideration lies in their (merely) economic
stake in the market. But does Plattner’s assertion that his study is
“ethnographic” (hence delimited by the social boundaries his informants draw)
abrogate the “economic” part of the title, and the need for a description of all of
the economically-important groups in the marketplace? To the contrary, the
ethnographic perspective cries out for a more thorough consideration of the
broadly-defined class of “decorators” even more clearly than does the
economist’s voice, because not only the decorators themselves, but the very idea

of “the decorative” pervades Plattner’s and many of his informants” discussions

19 Plattner., pp. 139-140. The passage cited above in the epigraph appears in the chapter on
Collectors and offers another hint at the illogic of ignoring the place of decorators in the market.
Even though these “hundreds of decorators, or ‘swatch people,”” are at the other extreme from
“world-class collectors” who are part of the international art market (Ibid., pp. 165-166.), the fact
that the ‘sporadic’ purchases by individuals are part of re-decorating activities suggests multiple
purchases over time, and even dime-a-dozen buyers represent a lot of dimes for the dealers who
disdain them.
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of art, ideology and the marketplace, defining specifically what avant-garde art
culture is not.2

Despite the fact that “decorative” is proposed as the very antithesis of
avant-garde art, and hence an integral structural part of the market, Plattner
declines the opportunity to define it in other than the negative terms we would
expect from someone personally (but, here, not objectively) immersed in the
culture—i.e., “trite or without the consciousness-expanding attributes that high
art is supposed to have.” 21 He seems to prefer making bold, generalized
assertions about the values and motivations such clearly “non-avant-garde”
individuals and groups are presumed to hold, rather than giving the reader
specific examples of interviews that iliustrate the purported decorative mind-set;
in fact, we do not know if he even conducted interviews with designers at all.
We are to understand that the meaning of “decorative” is so self-evident—even
where it paradoxically intersects with high-art culture — that he need not bother
presenting any arguments or evidence to support his claims about “decorative”

art or its putative proponents. On the other hand, his explicit definition of avant-

20 Plattner’s passage cited in the epigraph of my first chapter bears repeating in its entirety here:
“The nominal criterion for high art is some meaningful contribution that advances our cultural
vision. The other end of the continuum of art objects is purely decorative work. . . The important
distinction is between art that makes a personally valid statement and that which is pure
decoration or has practical utility. . . Something that is merely decorative cannot help one to see
the world differently and cannot change the appreciation of reality, as high art can for those few
with the educated capacity to appreciate it. The long shadow of the impressionists, whose work
was considered outrageous in the beginning but now looks comfortably pleasant is additional
justification for accepting contemporary work that looks outrageous, and downgrading
contemporary work that is pleasant to look at or ‘accessible” (Plattner, p. 88.)

4 [bid., p. 108, note 14.
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garde art and culture is marked by complexity and contradictions (some un-
noted), and it seems reasonable to take a few pages here to describe the
definition of “high art” which, as Plattner correctly claims, is pervasive in
contemporary American culture, though not unchallenged either ideologically or

practically.?2

The Practical Avant-Garde

In stark contrast to the readily-apparent identity and qualities of
“decorative” art, the identity and quality of avant-garde art is claimed to have
little relation to appearance. In fact, according to Plattner, the nearly-complete
opacity of any intrinsic or object-based measure of quality of an artwork is one of
the defining features of the avant-garde marketplace (and an aftermath of —
depending on who you ask — the rise of the dealer-critic system with the
Impressionists, or the more recent diversification and proliferation of concurrent
styles commonly called “postmodernism”).22 This means that the central factors

in determinations of the quality of artworks are inescapably-subjective

2 As I suggested in the Introduction, “avant-garde” and “high art” are not synonymous, since
“high art” museums are filled with artworks that were once considered “cutting edge,” but that
have since been thoroughly institutionalized. But Platiner is inexact in his usage of the terms,
frequently using “museum quality” as a descriptor of art that fits his definition of quality “avant-
garde.”

2 “This study focuses on ‘museum-quality” visual artworks. These are most often paintings or
sculpture that could conceivably be shown in the contemporary art section of an art museum . . . .
In an age of conceptual, minimal, and performance art, it is often unclear what museum-quality
high art is supposed to look like. . . . This introduces the third broad theme of this study: the
social life of fine-art objects is in large part independent of their objective physical qualities.”
(Plattner, p. 4)
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perceptions of the motives, attitudes and even work habits of the artists,
themselves. The circularity of the argument which defines “museum-quality
work” as being that artwork which “might be shown in . . . an art museum” is
the pattern for most of the definitions which follow, and the reader may
ultimately infer that the definition of “avant-garde art” is, essentially, “art made
by avant-garde artists.” The lack of accepted rules for the value of “objective
qualities” aside, the author nevertheless is able to articulate in no uncertain terms
what the avant-garde ideology requires of artworks and artists. Quoting Charles
Simpson, a sociologist who studied New York’s SoHo and described art as
“aesthetically successful new imagery [that] pushes the horizons of reality away
from us all, expanding civilized consciousness,” Plattner says:

As melodramatic as this may sound to those unconnected to the art
world, it is a realistic figure of speech for people involved in fine art. It
justifies the hype and high prices, since expanding our cultural capital is
as important as providing food and shelter — more important, some would
argue, since art gives meaning to material survival. Fine art is similar to
religion, then, as an institution that counteracts the crassly commercial
search for advancement in a capitalist world. At the same time, these

objects of supposedly sublime vision are bought and sold as commodities.
2

The core of this definition of art is its capacity to interact in some

“expanding” way with the whole of culture, excepting the cultural values that

24 Plattner, p. 4. Like Halle, Plattner brings in the theories of class and culture Bourdieu
developed in reference to European Museums; unlike Halle, he finds them convincing and
translatable to the American setting. However, this use of ‘cultural capital’ doesn’t appear to be
the same as Bourdieu's, since Plattner seems to mean a generalized societal repository of value—
an art-derived ‘treasury of virtue’, so to speak— which is enriched by the aggregate work of all
avant-garde artists, rather than a measure of prestige and acquired expertise which can be
parlayed into increased social standing when deployed by individuals in relation to their specific
class identity and social position.
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govern ordinary economic interaction, which it is expected to transcend. From
our position looking back over at least a half-century in which wave after wave
of then-contemporary artists sought new media, new venues, new practices by
which to protect their ever more intellectualized works from the danger of being
rendered mere commodities in the marketplace (or hung over someone’s sofa), it
may be restating the obvious to say that avant-garde art could be defined as
being whatever is not the same as ordinary experience —especially economic
experience, but expanded to include even the basic patterns of daily life in a
consumerist society, informed as they are at every level by the logic of the
marketplace. This is why Plattner denies (or at least marginalizes) the
importance of any specific art object (for avant-garde artists, at least) and shifts
the locus of meaning to the agency and even personality of the artist him- or
herself. It is not so important what objects (if any) the artist makes, so long as the
artist is professionally dedicated, economically disinterested, and personally
committed to working in such a way so as to deny, or at least remain oblivious
to, ordinary use values. By doing so, the artist fulfils the defining role of being
apart from the world of “crass commercial advancement”:

The art market is a fascinating case in a capitalist, commercial
society precisely because economics is not supposed to matter to art.

25 This is true even of art forms which draw their visual language or content from the very fabric
of everyday commercialized life, referring to it ironically, a la Pop Art: the irony marks the
speaker’s rhetorical distance from and implied rejection of the object of the ironic reference, even
(perhaps especially) if the speaker is “making hay” (or a commercial success) from the very
dynamics he proposes to critique, i.e., the visual saturation of the commodity society, in which
images — whether of soup cans or automobile accidents —are themselves endlessly repeated as
objects for consumption.
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Artists are supposed to make art to advance our vision through their
intensely personal expression, not to make money. This means that an
artist’s oeuvre should have a trajectory, spirit, and an integrity of its own.

The challenge to artists is to create work that is personal and unique, with

significant aesthetic quality. . . . The hint of a commercial motive

controlling the aesthetic decisions of most artists is enough to seriously

damage the work’s quality for people at the high end of the market. . . .

[A] work of fine art must be a sincere expression of the artist’s personal

aesthetic standards, not merely a clever solution calculated to exploit a

market opportunity. Artists, above all people, are expected to maintain

their independence and develop their personal style. %

The effect is an intentional slippage between the subject of the artist’s
practice and its object: intensely personal expression of self is both what the artist
does/is and what the artist makes. If before we were told that avant-garde art =
what is made by avant-garde artists, which was further refined to what the avant-
garde artist makes = the artist him- or herself, here we have arrived at the complete
formula that avant-garde art = the artist him- or herself. If the paradox of the avant-
garde art market is that “sublime vision” is traded as a commodity, avant-garde
ideology seeks to resolve the “commodification problem” by abstracting it: the
work of art is no longer a physically-consumable object exchanged in the

marketplace, it is— via his or her transformative vision — the inalienable artist

him- or herself. Because the entire meaning of the avant-garde creative practice

#Plattner, pp. 22-23. This “personal style” is not insignificantly in the artist’s life-style, as well:
“Fine-artists face a deal offered by society: the benefit is their unique status— marginalized yet
relatively high compared to their income —and independence, meaning self-definition of their
conditions of work and freedom from the normal constraints on social behavior. The cost is
poverty (or negligible income from art), with the tiny chance of art-historical and market
success.” (p. 25) Also, “artists can enjoy these social freedoms, which most other people of their
educational and class backgrounds would not be interested in, because the ideology of a ‘real’
artist is often to sacrifice social niceties and physical comforts in the service of their work. The job
of advancing the cultural vision is too important to be deflected by conventional concerns about
social respectability.” (p. 26).
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(the work —or labor — of art) is pegged to the intentions and even the personality
of the artist, it is possible to deny that the observable features of the result of that
practice (the artwork) have any importance in the establishment of its meaning
or value.

To remain within the frame of the avant-garde market (to exist as art at
all), a work may be judged only as a marker of the artist’s pursuit of a personal
aesthetic, which is itself judged according to its authenticity (i.e., anti-
commercialism). Furthermore, only those individuals, groups, and institutions
that recognize these as the sole grounds for evaluation are considered as
legitimate participants, only their spaces are deemed appropriate physical
contexts in which to carry out that evaluation, and only their actions and
evaluations have recognized effect in the field. This effectively circumscribes the
boundaries of the field — and ideal market— of avant-garde art to a) certified
artists whose personality and lifestyle comprise a critique of the consumer-
capitalist ethos, b) dealers who represent both the artist’s and the culture’s
interests and act as intermediaries between the two, and ¢) collectors, who stand
for the small enlightened segment of society and serve as an historically-attuned

repository for the culture-expanding works of the artists.

I began my critique of High Art Down Home with a discussion of the
absence of decorators in Plattner’s set of informants to illustrate that what might

be seen as a methodological shortcoming, oversight, or even failure, is actually
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an ideological stratagem. Whether deployed by Plattner intentionally or not, the
omission of a large portion of the objectively-determined “audience” for avant-
garde art only makes sense from the avant-garde position noted above, that
people who can’t be shown to embrace its ideals are not really a (meaningful)
part of its audience at all: they may buy it, but they don’t “get it.”2? Though
Plattner claims to study the paradoxes of avant-garde art (high-culture vs.
commerce, valuation without evaluative rules), he in fact looks at only those
paradoxes which serve to highlight avant-garde culture’s claimed independence
from and reversal of the values of the dominant consumer capitalist culture,
while discounting the importance of similar, related contradictions that
demonstrate the links between and interdependence of the two.

The central contradiction, of course, is that the field of restricted production
(avant-garde art) is nevertheless imbedded in (is a sub-field of) the overall fields
of cultural production and power in capitalist society, and must appropriate
certain forms or patterns of interaction from that wider arena, even though those
very patterns seem to counteract art’s claim to be set apart from ordinary
commerce. If art’s culture-expanding work is to occur, the artist’s creative self-

reference must eventually be interrupted by communication with

?7Similarly, the book’s surprising lack of photographs or even careful descriptions of the
artworks that are the heart of the art world studied could be seen as a methodological flaw, or
perhaps a social scientist’s inattention to the material artifacts of his study, but is actually an
ideological artifact in its own right, born of that same central assertion that avant-garde works of
art are not reducible to their material forms, nor are their meanings necessarily apparent, but
only determined by the intellectual and personal intentions of the artist.
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the rest of society, and subjected to patterns of exchange that are informed by the
market. In abstract terms, the apparent contradiction between an artwork’s
value as a culture-expanding utterance and its status as a commodity resides in
the necessity that its corporeal form (the object) move from the private site of its
origination to the public space of culture in order to convey its meaning. Plattner
recognizes this as the central contradiction of avant-garde art when he says,
“these objects of supposedly sublime vision are bought and sold as
commodities.”2 But though Plattner’s appropriate subtlety here is in not-saying
the objects are commodities, but rather are subject to patterns of exchange like
commodities, it may be more accurate still to say that artworks are literally the
currency of the quasi-spiritual symbolic economy he proposes. This may be the
root of Plattner’s alternative use of “cultural capital” (noted in footnote 24,
above): in this sense, the artworks themselves are not commodities, but abstract
capital — markers for a symbolic and imminently transportable medium of
exchange of cultural value. As abstract as the distinction seems, its very
abstraction is all-important for the idea of autonomy of the field of art since it
keeps an artwork’s material qualities and “practical utility” (which connect it too
closely to the world of material consumable commodities) at arm’s length from
the symbolic meaning of the work (i.e. labor) of art. And if artworks are seen to

be the “currency” of the market, then knowing which works are legal tender and

28 Plattner, p. 4, also cited in note 24.
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which are counterfeits becomes the central problem for evaluating both art and
artists.

Now we can see the necessity of screening out actors in the market who
do not “know the rules”: as long as only those who know the rules are allowed to
play, the work of art (standing for the artist) will pass from artist through dealer
to collector, always remaining in its abstracted form as cultural capital, but never
actually converted to, much less actually consumed as a commodity. The artist
thus may safely exchange the artwork-as-capital to acquire the material
commodities required for living, knowing that its movement into the hands of a
bona-fide collector implies that it will remain in the abstracted form of cultural
capital (appreciated as the speech of the artist), whose value is increased by
continued circulation in the capital markets and cancelled (not unlike a postage
stamp) if reduced to its superficial use value (matched to a sofa). By continued
circulation (or at least the avoidance of cancellation) a margin of immortality is
attained for the artist and work — what Plattner describes as avant-garde artists’
“painting for history.” In the world of avant-garde art, the possibility of this use-
value potential (using a rare stamp to post a letter, so to speak) is systematically
ignored as beyond the definition of art; instead, only abstract “capital market”
exchanges are regarded as significant. Artworks may be subjected to the patterns
of commodity exchange, but it is really the exchange of purely alienated cultural

capital, not commodity exchange itself. By denying the corporality of art works,
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the market seeks to prevent the objects from getting loose from the arena of
meanings and uses that are considered legitimate. So beneath the apparent
contradiction of “vision” traded as a commodity lies a deeper contradiction: the
avant-garde economy of signs-not-things denies the logic of ordinary
commodities only to replicate the more advanced and alienated dynamics of
capitalism.

Nevertheless, much of the complex theoretical structure implicit in the
ideology Plattner describes seems to be designed specifically to counter
intrusions of and mystify similarities to ordinary market and cultural logic; often
the first line of such a defense is to “hide in plain sight” even obvious
inconsistencies. That is, when faced with an unavoidable presence of agents or
dynamics inimical to the professed value system, avant-garde actors (or their
apologists) deny that these people or features constitute a meaningful challenge
by consciously and purposefully ignoring them, even to the point of claiming
they don’t exist. A fairly passive example comes in Plattner’s chapter on
“collectors,” whom he has defined specifically in contrast to “swatch people”
and even to occasional buyers of avant-garde art, as those who “focus on
involvement in the art world, not merely on art purchases in the short run. . . . By
focused collecting and support of the arts, serious collectors can share the

culture-expanding status of artists.”? In the midst of a discussion of collectors’

2 Plattner, pp 166-169. He also makes a point that money does not a collector make: “On the other
hand, someone who spends twenty thousand dollars on paintings in one year during re-
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consideration of the investment or re-sale value of local avant-garde art vs. art
made in the New York market, Plattner gives us the following remarkable
citation from a high-end dealer:

[These locally produced] things thatIsell . .. have no intrinsic
value on the market. . . . That's exactly what most of this art is about, it’s
decorative, it’s something to enjoy while you have it, but it’s not anything
that has any kind of intrinsic monetary value. It's like a table or a couch
or your tie, you really can’t expect that it will pay off. . . . There is not only

no [monetary] appreciation, there is no intrinsic value other than the value
one gets, [aesthetic] appreciation, on one’s own.30

Because Plattner is not discussing “decoration” here, but his central
“cultural cringe” paradox —not to mention the ideologically shady area of fixing
cultural value in terms of return on one’s investment— he simply ignores the fact
that this credentialed avant-garde dealer has just explicitly likened art to so
mundane a decorative commodity as a necktie. In the next quote the same dealer
goes on to clarify that this doesn’t make local art any less “good,” for much of the
investment-quality art he sees is “crap.”?! If Plattner were attentive to this
particular paradox (that even “high art” serves a predominantly decorative
role — precisely Halle’s argument about abstract work), he might have suggested
that the dealer was using the terms in a more figurative way, or even merely

pointed out the apparent contradiction. But because the distinction between

decorating, but who leaves all the decisions in the hands of a decorator, is no more interested in
their art than they are in their sofa or drapes. They are not collectors by any meaningful
standard” (Ibid, p. 166).

30 Plattner, pp. 175-176.

31 Ibid., p. 176.
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